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Abstract

On January 5-9, 1999 twenty-eight scholars from 
thirteen countries met with the members of the 
Copenhagen Polis Centre to hold a symposium on the 
concepts of city-state and city-state culture. The sym
posium was planned and organised by the editor 
of this volume. Fifteen of the scholars submitted 
papers which had been circulated in advance to all 
participants. Fifteen were asked each to respond to 
one of the papers. Three gave lectures which were later 
submitted in article form. Each of the contributions 
was a description of one specific city-state culture, 
in two cases of a culture which shared some of the 
characteristics of a city-state culture but not enough to 

be subsumed under the concept. After the symposium 
eleven other scholars were invited to write chapters 
about city-state cultures not debated during the 
symposium. For the names of the contributors see the 
list on page 8. The concepts of city-state and city- 
state culture were described in an introduction, 
circulated in advance, and a conclusion, written after 
the symposium, both by the editor.
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Preface

Mogens Herman Hansen

The Copenhagen Polis Centre is a research institution 
set up by The Danish National Research Foundation 
in 1993 for a period of five years, and renewed in 
1998 for another period of five years. The Centre has 
two primary aims:

(1) To produce a comprehensive inventory of all 
known archaic and classical Greek poleis, including 
colonies, attested in contemporary sources. The plan 
is to compare this inventory with all general refer
ences in the same sources to the nature of the polis, 
and then, on the basis of an analysis of both the exten
sion and intension of the concept, to find out what the 
Greeks thought a polis was, and to compare that with 
what modem historians think an ancient Greek polis 
was (Hansen [1996] 7-14).’

The term polis is often used synonymously with the 
term city-state, and the two concepts behind the two 
terms are often thought to be coextensive. It must be 
borne in mind, however, that the concept of polis re
flected the ancient Greeks’ understanding of their own 
political and social order, whereas the concept of city- 
state is a modern heuristic concept invented by histo
rians to describe not only the Hellenic poleis but also 
a number of other city-state cultures ranging from the 
Mixtec city-states in Mexico to the Malay city-states 
in Indonesia and from the Viking city-states in Ireland 
to the Swahili city-states in Kenya and Tanzania. The 
Hellenic civilisation from the Archaic period through 
the Roman Empire is only one out of many civilisa
tions organised into urbanised micro-states rather than 
forming one or a few large macro-states, each dotted 
with cities.

(2) Consequently, the second major project under
taken by the Polis Centre has been to search for all 
occurrences in world history of regions broken up into 
city-states and to make a comparative study of them 
all in order to elucidate similarities and differences; 
on the basis of this investigation, to suggest a re-inter- 
pretation of the concept of city-state; and to advocate 
the introduction of a new concept to be distinguished 
from the concept of city-state, viz. the concept of city- 
state culture.

The only viable way to implement both projects has 

been to form a large international team of experts. To 
construct the inventory of poleis the Centre has built 
up a team of ancient historians and archaeologists, 
each responsible for describing all the poleis within a 
well defined region. The team consists of thirty-five 
scholars from twelve countries. To provide a descrip
tion of all attested city-state cultures the Centre has 
gathered a team of historians, philologists, theolo
gians, archaeologists, anthropologists, and sociolo
gists, each an expert on one specific city-state culture. 
Including respondents, the team consists of forty-two 
members from fifteen countries, see 8 supra.

Twenty-nine members of the team met in Copen
hagen in January 1999 for a symposium, and to a large 
extent this book contains the revised acts of the sym
posium. During and after the symposium, however, I 
discovered that there were more civilisations which 
were relevant for the investigation.2 By phone, e-mail 
and fax I established contact with several experts, and 
I am most grateful to these contributors for their 
enthusiasm and readiness to write their chapters, some 
of them at very short notice.

All members of the team were issued first with the 
relevant part of the Polis Centre’s original research 
programme (Hansen [1994] 10-13) and later with the 
refined descriptions of the concepts of city, state, city- 
state and city-state culture set out in the Introduction, 
infra 11-19. Their brief was to treat as many aspects 
of these concepts as were found relevant for each 
civilisation and to take a position on whether the civil
isation in question could reasonably be described as a 
city-state culture composed of city-states.

Most of the contributors answered in the positive. 
In four cases the answer was, as expected, negative: 
the Indian mahajanpadas (infra 375-91), the Celtic 
oppida (infra 229-39), the Viking cities in Russia 
(infra 263-'75), and the German Reichsstädte (infra 
295-319) do not conform to the models suggested in 
the Introduction and should not be described as city- 
state cultures. But they are close enough to deserve a 
treatment, and they serve to remind us that no clear 
line can be drawn between city-state cultures and 
macro-states, usually called territorial states.
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In one case, however, the answer was unexpectedly 
negative. Jean-Jacques Glassner, who was entrusted 
with the Sumerian city-states, argued that the concept 
of city-state was a synonym for polis and should be 
confined to descriptions of the ancient Greek city- 
states (infra 35-6). Describing, respectively, the 
Syrian and the Neo-Babylonian city-states both Ingolf 
Thuesen and Mogens Trolle Larsen take a different 
view (infra 59 and 117), and so do many other 
scholars who have singled out the Sumerian cities of 
the Early Bronze Age as a typical example of a system 
of city-states (infra 20 with note 93). The line taken 
by Glassner, on the other hand, is very close to that of 
Feinman and Marcus (1998) 8-9, who also would like 
“to see the concept of city-state phased out” or, at 
least, restricted to the Greek polis. For my response to 
this approach see infra 599-601.

The other contributors found the concepts of city- 
state and city-state culture relevant and helpful, 
although some expressed doubt or scepticism about 
some of the individual criteria adduced in my descrip
tions of the concepts. Thus, Peter Johanek (308 infra) 
and Stephan Epstein in particular were sceptical about 
the concept of the dependent city-state, and John 
Collis opposed my treatment of the relation between 
the concept of city-state and the concepts of independ
ence and autonomy. During the symposium Eckart 
Otto argued that, in his opinion, the city-state should 
be analysed as a specific transitional type of state for
mation, a point not emphasised in my Introduction 
and Conclusion; and Robert Griffeth would like to 
pay more attention to slavery as an important charac
teristic of city-states.31 want to stress that the conclu
sion as well as the Introduction represent my own 
analysis and must not be taken to reflect any consen
sus among all participants. The contributors, on the 
other hand, were asked subsequently to revise their 
papers in the light of the discussions and the com
ments stated by the respondents.

Let me conclude by stating that I consider this to be 
the Copenhagen Polis Centre’s main contribution to 
the comparative study of city-states and the concepts 
of city-state and city-state culture. Most of the re
maining three years of the Centre’s allocated time will 

be devoted to the more specific study of the ancient 
Greek polis.

It remains for me to state my acknowledgments. I 
would like to thank The Carlsberg Foundation, 
Mogens Kragh, and the staff at the Carlsberg Akademi 
for providing us with a perfect setting for our sym
posium. I am indebted to the Royal Danish Academy 
for having undertaken the publication of this book, and 
to Dr. Thomas Heine Nielsen and Prof. Theodore 
Buttrey who kindly assisted me with the editorial 
work. Careful type-setting, by Mr. Bent Nørregaard, 
and hawk-eyed proof-reading, by Ms. Ann Johnston, 
have saved me from a four-digit number of misprints 
and inconsistences. Last but not least, I am grateful to 
the participants in the symposium for their valuable 
papers and stimulating contributions to the discussions, 
and to those contributors who were unable to attend or 
who joined the team later than the symposium.

Mogens Herman Hansen
Ex-symposiarchosf

Notes
1. References are to the bibliography, infra 32-34.
2. I am much indebted to Nikolai Grube and Michael Smith for 

drawing my attention to the Mixtec city-state culture, and to Don 
Wagner at NIAS Copenhagen University, for telling me about the 
Taklamakan city-states and persuading me to change my view of 
state formation in Spring-and-Autumn China. On the authority of 
Paul Wheatley I had, initially, deleted China from my list of pos
sible city-state cultures, see infra 605. The inclusion of the 
Philistine city-states was the result of one of the lunch meetings 
in the Polis Centre where Thomas Heine Nielsen noticed that 
they were missing from my initial list of city-state cultures.

3. At the last session of the symposium I suggested continuing the 
debate in a further volume, devoted to the theoretical aspects of 
the key concepts of the symposium. All participants were invited 
to submit contributions to this study before the end of 1999, and 
I promised to have the volume published before the end of 2000. 
I have to report that, to date, no contribution has been submitted.

4. As the organiser and host of the symposium I styled myself 
symposiarchos, the ancient Greek term used for the leader of a 
symposion. I invented it for the fun of the thing, and note that 
some of the contributors to this volume adopted the term and 
used it in their papers.



Introduction

The Concepts of City-State and City-State Culture

Mogens Herman Hansen

As is well known, one of the greatest steps forward in 
the history of mankind has been the transition from 
hunting and gathering to herding and agriculture as 
the principal source of nourishment. In the Mediter
ranean world this so-called “neolithic” or “agricultur
al revolution” took place some 10,000 years ago; and 
it had its centre in the Near East,1 from where it spread 
continuously but slowly so that it reached northern 
Europe some 4,000 years later. Thus, in Denmark the 
shift from hunting and gathering to farming and hus
bandry is now dated to ca. 4,000 B.C.2

The agricultural revolution had many far-reaching 
consequences of which two are especially important 
in this context. First, the increased carrying capacity 
of fertile regions resulted in a growth of population3 
and, concomitantly, in a higher density of population.4 
Second, excepting the nomads to whom I shall return 
later, most people became sedentary and less inclined 
to move about. The settlements of agriculturalists 
became both larger and more permanent than those of 
the hunter-gatherers (Clark [1978] 58-73). Now, a 
sedentary population can live either dispersed in iso
lated farmsteads or nucleated in settlements which, 
according to size and function, are either villages or 
towns.5 The shift from hunting and gathering to agri
culture was almost everywhere followed by a transi
tion from dispersed to nucleated settlement. “If a 
single feature has to stand for the neolithic ‘revolu
tion’, it is the existence of permanent villages of cul
tivators” (Maisels [1990] 116). But the trend is not 
uniform: small permanent nucleated settlements are 
found already in the mesolithic period,6 and, con
versely, habitation in isolated farmsteads is amply 
attested in all later periods.7 What was new, however, 
was that agriculture - followed by sédentarisation and 
population growth - paved the way for urbanisation,8 
although sometimes millennia have passed between 
the introduction of agriculture and the rise of cities.9 
There is, however, no attested example of the reverse 
development: that urbanisation came first and forced 

people to take up agriculture in order to feed a sizable 
nucleated population. The theory has, of course, been 
aired, but it has been rejected almost unanimously as 
impossible because of what has been called “the 
tyranny of distance”. In a non-agricultural society 
food for an urban population would have had to be 
carried over so long distances that it would be con
sumed during transport by those who carried it.10

Urbanisation and the Concept 
of Town or City11
The emergence of agriculture followed by urbanisa
tion is attested in China, in India, in the Near East in 
the so-called fertile crescent,12 in Africa south of the 
Sahara, and in Meso- and South America. In all six 
cases urbanisation was spontaneous and auto
nomous.13 Furthermore, it can be argued that urbani
sation emerged autonomously in several different 
places of each continent. Urbanisation is indisputably 
one of the major long-term consequences of the neo
lithic revolution, and it is no surprise that the oldest 
urban centres in our part of the world have been found 
in the Near East, precisely where the agricultural rev
olution started (Mellaart [1975] 5-22). The most 
famous are Çatal Hüyiik in Turkey (from ca. 6500 
B.C.),14 Jericho in Israel (from before ca. 7000 
B.C.),15 Mehrgarh in northern India (from ca. 7000 
B.C.),16 and Sesklo in Thessaly ca. 4800-4400 B.C.17

But what is a town? And what constitutes the differ
ence between a town and a village? This problem has 
attracted the attention of many sociologists, especially 
since the posthumous publication in 1921 of Max 
Weber’s article Die Stadt. Eine Soziologische Unter
suchung}9, According to Weber, a town is a nucleated 
settlement in which the houses are built so densely 
that they often stand wall to wall, and in which are ac
commodated so many people that they no longer 
know one another in the way the population of a 
village always does (727). The economy of a town is 
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characterised by specialisation of function and divi
sion of labour so that the inhabitants satisfy an essen
tial part of their daily needs in the local market by ex
changing or buying the goods they do not produce 
themselves (728). Urbanisation puts an end to subsis
tence economy, and that applies also to towns in 
which a large number of inhabitants are farmers 
{Ackerbürger} who every day walk to their fields in 
the hinterland of the towns (730-1). The concentration 
of a large number of people in a nucleated settlement 
entails that there is a stronger imperative than previ
ously to lay down and enforce rules of social behav
iour and to regulate how the benefits of the communi
ty are to be shared.19 The specialisation of function ap
plies to the political as well as to the economic struc
ture of the town. As a community a town is a self-gov
erning association with special political and adminis
trative institutions (732). Weber, whose focus is the 
ancient western town conceived as a community of 
citizens, singles out the following five characteristics 
of what he calls a Stadtgemeinde: (1) a defence cir
cuit, (2) a market, (3) laws and lawcourts, (4) political 
decision-making, and (5) at least partial autonomy 
(736). Weber’s view of the political and administra
tive aspects of the western city will be discussed infra 
602-9. What I want to single out in this context is 
his subtle description of the city as a nucleated centre. 
With variations and some additions his criteria have 
been repeated in all later discussions of the topic and 
can be subsumed under the following six headings: in 
order to be a “city” - or “town” — a nucleated settle
ment must have: (1) a population of some size (2) 
densely settled in permanent dwellings (3) and prac
tising a specialisation of function and division of 
labour (4) so that they acquire an essential part of their 
necessaries of life by trade and not by production. (5) 
The nucleated form of settlement entails a more insti
tutionalised form of organisation than required by dis
persed settlement, (6) and the settlement becomes the 
social, economic, religious and military centre of its 
immediate hinterland.20 In its fully institutionalised 
form the city becomes a political centre too, and ur
banisation goes hand in hand with state formation. 
The question: what is a town? leads on to the next 
question: what is a state? and what is the difference 
between the state and other forms of social and politi
cal organisation?

State Formation and the Concept of State
In order to answer these questions we have to face an 
interdisciplinary clash of views. In jurisprudence, pol

itical science and philosophy the concept of state is 
typically traced back to Hobbes and Machiavelli;21 
and the type of state which corresponds to this con
cept is the sovereign “territorial state” or “nation 
state” which emerged in Europe in consequence of the 
Peace of Westphalia in 1648. It is this concept of state 
which lies behind the contemporary subdivision of the 
world into 189 territorial states.22 To speak about 
states before 1648 or, at least, before Machiavelli, is 
rejected as an anachronism.23 In jurisprudence and 
political science it is almost universally accepted that 
three elements are involved in the concept of a state: a 
territory, a people and a government with the sole 
right to exercise a given legal order within a given 
area over a given population.24 However, when the em
phasis is on the concept of the state rather than just the 
elements and important characteristics of a state, at 
least three further requirements must be added. First, 
the state is more than the sum of the three elements, 
i.e. it is not just “a geographically delimited segment 
of human society united by common obedience to a 
single sovereign” (Watkins [1972] 150). By a kind of 
abstraction and de-personification the state has be
come “a continuous public power above both ruler 
and ruled” (Skinner [1978] 11.353). The second re
quirement concerns the concept of sovereignty: a 
community must have a sovereign government and be 
in possession of full external sovereignty in order to 
be a state (Oppenheim [1992] 122-6). The third re
quirement involves the concept of society, often 
called civil society: the distinction between state and 
civil society is a characteristic of the modem state 
(Bobbio [1989] 22-43), and especially in liberal dem
ocratic thought it has become common to hold that a 
political system which does not acknowledge this dis
tinction is not a state in the proper sense of the term 
(Vincent [1987] 22-4, 112-14). With no less than six 
different characteristics, some of them even complex, 
the definition of state comes closer to a Weberian 
ideal type than to a definition in the strict sense 
(Heuss [1968] 64-79). But the plurality of descriptive 
criteria is a characteristic of most modem definitions 
of “state” (Pierson [1996] 8; Dunleavy [1993] 611); 
and it enables us to subsume under one concept what 
has often been taken to be evidence of a plurality of 
concepts of state.

Sociologists, anthropologists, archaeologists and 
historians, on the other hand, avail themselves of a 
broader concept of state according to which the term 
applies to, e.g., ancient Egypt, China since antiquity, 
France since the Middle Ages, the Inca empire before 
the Spanish conquest, and Kuba in Congo before the 
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Belgian colonisation.2'1 Historians are notorious for not 
defining the concepts they use, but anthropologists, so
ciologists and archaeologists often use the following 
model when they describe the development of political 
organisation, with state-formation as the ultimate step.

The original socio-political entity found among 
hunters and gatherers is called a “band”. A band con
sists of anything between a score and a few hundred 
persons and, apart from the family and the household, 
there is no other form of institutionalised organisation 
(Service [1971] 59-109).

Agriculturalists and nomads develop much larger 
and more complicated units, usually called “tribes” 
with, principally, two charasteristics: they are seg
mentary and based on unilineal descent. That the tribe 
is segmentary means that it is organised as a nest of 
Chinese boxes. The smallest unit is the family, a num
ber of families constitutes a lineage, several lineages 
make up a clan, and several clans unite to form a tribe. 
The system can be even more complicated with sub
clans and sub-tribes. There is often an overlap be
tween groups at different levels, so that a tribe is a 
complicated network of criss-crossing groups. That 
the tribe is based on unilineal descent means that 
membership of a group at any level is determined by 
factual or fictive consanguinity. In the family consan
guinity is a fact, in the clan and almost invariably in 
the tribe consanguinity is either purely fictive or so 
diluted that it can no longer be verified, but is linked 
to some common mythical ancestor. Tribes often 
develop rudimentary political institutions. They can 
have a council of elders and often, but far from 
always, they are ruled by a “chief’. Tribes without a 
chief are called “acephalous”; those ruled by a chief 
are often grouped together and called “chiefdoms”.26

The next level of political organisation is the state, 
which is characterised by specialised and hierarchical
ly organised decision-making institutions and admin
istrative organs which have monopolised the legiti
mate use of physical force. Thus a state is a cen
tralised legitimate government in possession of the 
sole right to enforce a given legal order within a terri
tory over a population.27 Whereas the tribe represents 
a natural progression from the band, the state emerges 
by a breach of evolution.28 Tribe and state are mostly 
diametrically opposed types of organisation,29 and 
state formation is often accompanied by reforms 
which aim to break up the old kinship groups and 
have them replaced by new and often territorially 
based types of organisation.30 Finally, many anthro
pologists and sociologists who have written about the 
political organisation of early and/or primitive soci

eties have been inspired by Marxist analysis, and they 
emphasise as an essential element of the state that the 
tribal organisation is replaced by a “social stratifica
tion” by which they mean that society (as opposed to 
the state) is split up in at least two opposed classes, 
with the state as the political system controlled by the 
ruling class in order to perpetuate its domination over 
society.31

Now, apart from the specific Marxist insistence on 
a stratified society, all the other characteristics are 
common to the anthropo-sociological and the politico- 
philosophical concept of state. The essential features 
are in both cases: a centralised government in pos
session of the necessary means of coercion by which 
the legal order can be enforced in a territory over a 
population. The difference is that the politico-philo
sophical version of the concept insists on, at least, two 
further defining characteristics: first, sovereignty as 
the basis of government,32 and second, that the state is 
more than the government of a geographically defined 
population: it is also an abstract juristic person, i.e. a 
public power above both ruler and ruled.33 Both these 
requirements are implicitly and sometimes even 
explicitly rejected by anthropologists and sociolo
gists.34

There is one more essential difference between the 
two concepts of state: the anthropo-sociological con
cept of state is a modem heuristic concept, and ac
cordingly it can be applied to any community which 
fulfils the criteria outlined above (Tilly [1994] 14). It 
can also be changed by any scholar who wants to ex
clude some of the criteria and include some others. 
The politico-philosophical concept of state is a histor
ical concept in the sense that it is linked to the term 
“state” and is taken to apply only if a community calls 
itself a state (état, Staat, stato, estado, etc.) or is called 
a state by contemporary authors. That is why the con
cept is restricted geographically to the western world 
and chronologically to the period after Machiavelli 
who was the first major political theorist to use the 
term stato to designate one of the basic concepts of his 
philosophy (Dyson [1987] 590-1). It goes without 
saying that this concept of state (stato, état, etc.) can 
be understood and its historical development can be 
described, but it cannot be changed, except in the 
sense that a future scholar may perhaps understand 
Machiavelli’s concept of stato better than any scholar 
has done so far. In this investigation which covers 
world history from the fourth millennium B.C. to the 
nineteenth century A.D. I must, of course, apply the 
broader concept of state used by anthropologists, so
ciologists, most archaeologists and some historians.35
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To put it very crudely the global pattern seems to 
have been that the agrarian revolution resulted in 
sedentary habitation and population growth, two fac
tors which, again, paved the way for urbanisation as 
well as for state formation. That this evolution is uni
versal is supported by the observation that, like urban
isation, state formation seems to have emerged inde
pendently in at least seven different regions, viz., in 
Mesopotamia, in Egypt, in India, in China, in Africa, 
in Mesoamerica and in South America.36

The Relation between Urbanisation and 
State Formation
Having defined both what a town is and what a state is 
the time has come for the crucial question: what is the 
relation between urbanisation and state formation? 
Are the two phenomena inextricably intertwined? or 
are there states without towns? and, conversely, can 
towns be found in countries which have not yet devel
oped political institutions at the state level?

Only a generation ago it was commonly held that in 
all continents there were states whose population was 
settled either dispersed or in villages but never in 
towns or cities.37 The two historical examples most 
frequently cited were ancient Egypt (Wilson [1960] 
124-36), and the Mayas in the classical period, ca. 
300-900 A.D. (Thompson [1954] 57; Adams [1960] 
273). But in both cases the contention has been dis
proved by the archaeologists. Excavations along the 
Nile38 and in the Yucatan Peninsula39 have disclosed 
nucleated settlements in which houses had been made 
of cheap and perishable materials so that they have 
been securely identified only by the more refined 
methods applied in recent archaeological research. 
Some of these urban centres surrounded monumental 
temples which, then, were not situated in isolation but 
as centres of nucleated settlements.

Anthropologists, too, maintain that examples of 
“early states” without urbanisation are attested both 
historically in early societies and sociologically in 
contemporary primitive societies. In a major compar
ative study of twenty-three “early states”, including 
ancient Egypt, the editors conclude that urbanisation 
is missing from nine of these societies and that, conse
quently, urbanisation is not an essential element of 
state formation (Claessen & Skalnik [1978] 538, 540- 
1). But in Egypt, as mentioned above, early towns 
have been unearthed by recent excavations. In three 
other cases the centre of the state was a palace sur
rounded by a nucleated settlement which must have 
accommodated several thousand persons. These sites 

are correctly described as the state’s capital,40 and 
their specific character as palace-towns is enough to 
question the authors’ claim that these communities 
were early states without cities. In two more cases it is 
questionable whether the communities can be de
scribed as “early states”.41 As the seventh example, 
Mongolia is adduced as a manifestation of a nomadic 
state, see infra. Thus, there are just two reasonably 
well attested examples of early states in which the 
only known form of nucleated settlement is the vill
age, viz., the two small African states Ankole, north of 
Uganda (see Appendix 2 infra 25-6), and Zande 
in Sudan.42 Other examples can easily be found, e.g., 
the Anglo-Saxon states in the early Middle Ages 
(Arnold [1997] 211-30); but if the twenty-three select
ed exemples are representative, the conclusion of the 
investigation is rather that there is a remarkably close 
connection between urbanisation and state formation.

I now return to the Mongol empire created by 
Genghis Khan in the decades before his death in 1227 
and extended by his successors. The Mongols were 
nomads and their great camp of tents at Karakorum 
was not a town. Nevertheless, the Mongols succeeded 
in creating what must be called a state structure: a 
centralised government in possession of the power 
and the personnel to enforce a legal order over the 
Mongols and the peoples they had subjected.43 But is 
that enough to classify Mongolia as an “early” state? 
The Mongols who ruled central Asia and eastern Eur
ope were still nomads, and their “empire” did not 
constitute a defined territory with a permanent popu
lation. If a settled people in a defined territory is a 
defining characteristic of the state, the Mongol empire 
was not a state. In conformity with this view Attila’s 
Huns, Genghis Khan’s Mongols and other nomadic 
peoples are omitted from Finer’s monumental The 
History of Government.44 But to insist on a settled 
population as a sine qua non for statehood is part of 
the politico-historical view of the state as identical 
with the European territorial state, created by the 
Peace of Westphalia in 1648. According to “the West
phalian Model” a permanent population and a defined 
territory are still two of the four defining characteris
tics of the state as stipulated in Section one of the 
Montevideo declaration of 1933.45 But when, in 1949, 
an international committee debated the need for an 
updated definition of the concept of state, it was point
ed out that the insistence on a permanent population 
ought to be reformulated, or perhaps even deleted, 
precisely because nomadic peoples were thereby ex
cluded from being recognised as states.46 Even so, no
mads who reach the level of statehood are exception
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al, and if “a permanent population settled in a defined 
territory” is upheld as an indispensable condition for 
statehood, nomads can be disregarded in an investiga
tion of the concepts of state and city-state.47

On the other hand, another historic society included 
among the twenty-three case studies is Medieval Nor
way, which is listed as an example of statehood com
bined with urbanisation (Gurevich [1978J 403-23). 
That is a qualified truth. The Norwegian monarchy 
was established by Harald Fairhair (ca. 900) and con
solidated by Olav Tryggvesson (994-1000) (Sveaas 
Andersen [1977]). But the largest nucleated settle
ment in Norway during this period was the small trade 
station (Kaupang) in Oslo Fjord, perhaps accommo
dating some 500 persons.48 No historian has yet ven
tured to call Kaupang a town. The earliest Norwegian 
towns cannot be traced further back than the 11 th cen
tury.49 Thus, more than a century passed between the 
formation of a Norwegian state and the emergence of 
Norwegian urban centres. During this period Norway 
must have been a state without towns. And the same 
sequence is attested in Denmark and Sweden.50 Yet, 
the more important point may well be that state-for
mation preceded urbanisation by one century only, 
and that the two phenomena were intertwined here
after. Thus, Medieval Norway may, after all, be ad
duced as an example of the connection between state 
formation and urbanisation (Andren [1994] 131).

The overall conclusion is that examples of states 
without towns are few and far between. But, con
versely, how many examples can be found of state
less, but urbanised societies? According to, e.g., B. 
Trigger: “the state is a necessary concomitant of urban 
life”.51 But a closer study of urbanisation in Africa 
may suggest a different answer: thus, the Yakö in SE 
Nigeria are settled in towns of between 2,000 and 
11,000 inhabitants. Every town is subdivided into al
most self-governing wards whose structure is based 
on territorial patricians, but at the same time a town is 
governed by a council whose composition is based on 
non-territorial matriclans. There is no central govern
ment, and the leaders of the clans do not possess the 
power and the personnel by which they can enforce 
the accepted norms (Forde [1964] esp. 1-6, 135-6, 
165-209; see Appendix 3, infra 26-7).

Moving from anthropology to archaeology, once 
again the Africanists are in focus. In Mali they have 
excavated a surprisingly large conurbation composed 
of two neighbouring centres, Jenné-Jeno and Hambar- 
ketolo, surrounded by a number of villages all lying 
within a radius of one km from the centres. The conur
bation emerged in the late 1st century B.C. and in the 

8th century A.D. the two centres covered an area of 41 
ha and accommodated a population of at least 5,000 
persons and perhaps many more. No trace of an urban 
elite was found, and the excavators suggest that Jen- 
né-Jeno is a historical example of a stateless urbanised 
community (McIntosh [1995] 372-98).

With this example in mind I want to return to the 
roots of Mediterranean civilisation. The accepted 
view is that Jericho, Çatal Hüyük and Mehrgarh 
were towns in a stateless society.52 That may well be 
the case, but it must be kept in mind that there is no 
proof. We know nothing about the political organisa
tion of the peoples living in Palestine, Turkey and In
dia in the neolithic age, or - for that matter - in Africa. 
But we cannot, a priori, rule out the possibility that 
statehood in these cases is as old as urbanisation. It 
has, in fact, been argued that, in ca. 5,600 B.C., Jeri
cho must have been a city-state (Finer [1997] 99). 
Jericho may have been a village rather than a town 
(see n. 15), but let us not forget that the large Celtic 
Iron Age oppida were built according to a rational 
town plan which is an indication of an advanced polit
ical structure, perhaps at the level of statehood (Collis, 
infra 234).

The anthropological study of primitive societies 
provides us with some attestations of stateless but urb
anised societies as well as of states without towns. 
By analogy such types of society can be applied as 
models in interpretation of archaeological evidence. 
But urbanisation and statehood seem to coexist in all 
civilisations in which written sources supplement the 
archaeological remains. One may precede the other, 
but only by a relatively short period, perhaps a centu
ry, whereas millennia may pass before the emergence 
of agriculture is followed by state formation and urb
anisation. Often urbanisation and state formation 
emerge simultaneously and in close correlation.

To sum up, urbanisation and state formation go hand 
in hand, but the relation between the two phenomena 
differs: usually an “early state” covers a comparatively 
large territory encompassing a plurality of towns. 
Examples are ancient Egypt, the Inca empire, and 
the states that emerged in Medieval Europe after the 
Germanic migrations.53 Sometimes, however, we find 
a one-to-one relation between urbanisation and state 
formation: every town is the centre of a small state 
comprising the town plus its immediate hinterland and, 
conversely, every state is a micro-state centred on a 
town which controls a small territory. Such a state is, 
correctly in my opinion, called a city-state,54 and 
whenever a whole region is split up into city-states we 
have what I suggest calling a city-state culture.
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The City-State versus the Territorial State
In most general discussions of types of state, the city- 
state is opposed to “the territorial state”.55 This classi
fication is based on two assumptions: (a) that territori
ality is a defining characteristic by which large states 
can be distinguished from city-states, and (b) that the 
term “territorial state” denotes a well-defined type of 
state to be contrasted with the city-state. Like Finer 
(1997) I: 6-7,1 must object to such an analysis as seri
ously misleading. A city-state is a territorial state just 
as much as any macro-state with multiple urban cen
tres. It has a small territory (mostly = the immediate 
hinterland) but nevertheless a territory with, usually, 
well-defined borders. The opposite of the territorial 
state is the non-territorial state of which one example 
is the nomadic state, see supra page 14, and another is 
the feudal state: in Medieval Europe the powers est
ablished by a lord over his vassals were based on per
sonal bonds irrespective of where the vassals were liv
ing. The feudal state was a patchwork of often discon
nected small pieces of land. The concept of the territo
rial state stems from the concept of the post-West
phalian European state which was indeed a territorial 
state by contrast with the earlier feudal form of state.56 
But this correct use of the concept has led to the erron
eous belief that the concept of the territorial state can 
be used about all large states and, in this broader 
sense, as an opposition to the concept of the city-state. 
While “city-state” is, probably, one reasonably well- 
defined type of state, what is traditionally subsumed 
under the label “the territorial state” comprises states 
of different types, e.g. modem Denmark (a nation 
state in the true sense), Medieval France (an essential
ly non-territorial feudal state), or Rome from 27 B.C. 
to A.D. 395 (a multi-ethnic empire).

If we have to give up the term “territorial state” as a 
type of state opposed to the city-state, which term can 
then be used as an antonym of city-state? The obvious 
one would be “country-state”, for the following 
reason: in many languages the words for an urban 
centre and its hinterland form a pair of antonyms, e.g., 
city/country (English), Stadt/Land (German), cité/ 
pays (French), città/paese (Italian), by/land (Danish), 
polis/chora (ancient Greek), ilu/ileto (Yoruba), birni/ 
karaka (Hausa), guo/ye (Chinese), negara/desa (Indo
nesian, from Sanskrit).57 Whenever the political or
ganisation of a region resulted in the formation of a 
city-state culture, it was usually the word for city 
which came to denote the political community, i.e. the 
state,58 whereas in macro-states it has been the word 
for country which is also used synonymously with 
state. Consequently, country-state would be a perfect 

antonym of city-state, instead of the inappropriate 
term “territorial state”. The term “country-state” was, 
in fact, suggested by Henry Sidgwick in ca. 1900, fol
lowed by Finer in 1997, both rejecting the term “terri
torial state” as a misnomer in this context (Finer 
[1997] 6-7). Knowing, however, how difficult it is to 
persuade scholars to adopt a new term, however suit
able, to replace a familiar one, however inappropriate, 
I prefer not to press the issue and suggest instead 
speaking of macro-states.

Thus, in the following, I shall use “macro-state” as 
the least objectionable replacement of the misleading 
term “territorial state” to denote states in possession 
of a large territory dotted with urban centres, of which 
one is the capital. The city-state is, of course, a micro
state; it is the most common form of micro-state, but 
not the only one. In the modem world Nauru is a non
urbanised micro-state, and, in a historical context, it 
suffices here to mention Schwyz, Uri and Unter
walden, the three original members of the Swiss Con
federacy of 1291. In the late Middle Ages they were 
states just as much as the neighbouring city-states: 
Bern, Luzern, Zürich etc. The first attested meeting of 
a Landsgemeinde (the sovereign popular assembly in 
the small Swiss cantons) is one held in Schwyz in 
1294. But Schwyz, Uri and Unterwalden were agrar
ian micro-states, not city-states (Ryffel [ 1903]).59

The Concept of City-State Culture
To describe the various types of macro-state is outside 
the scope of the present study, which is devoted to a 
comparative study of city-states. A main point in the 
research conducted by the Polis Centre has been to 
distinguish the concept of city-state from the concept 
of city-state culture.60 This concept is construed as a 
Weberian ideal type, and not one single city-state 
culture shares all the following characteristics.61

( 1 ) A region is inhabited by people who speak the 
same language and share a common culture.62

(2) For a considerable period of time, i.e. for cen
turies, the region is politically divided up into a large 
number of small political communities of a common 
type, which today we call “city-states”.63

(3) From a geopolitical point of view there are two 
main types of city-state culture: (3a) in some cases the 
city-states are scattered over a country and interaction 
is mainly by land. (3b) In other cases the cities are 
located along the coasts and interaction between city- 
states is mainly by sea. (3c) Some city-state cultures 
are mixed.64

(4) City-state cultures emerge in one of the three 
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following ways: (4a) In a period of demographic and 
economic upsurge, urbanisation and state formation 
take place simultaneously or in close sequence. The 
city-state period is preceded by a pre-state period. The 
formation of city-states is gradual and often impercep
tible. (4b) Colonisation of a region takes the form of 
the foundation of a number of city-states. (4c) In a pe
riod of decline, an urbanised macro-state disintegrates 
in such a way that each of its major urban centres be
comes a city-state.65

(5) The city-states within a city-state culture vary 
considerably in size, both geographically and demo- 
graphically, but none is so powerful that it can con
quer the others permanently and transform the region 
into one political unit.66 See, however, no. 9 infra.

(6) War between city-states is endemic,67 but at the 
same time there is always considerable economic, 
religious and cultural interaction, which crosses all 
frontiers.

(7) In time of peace, city-states interact politically 
by having close diplomatic relations, by concluding 
alliances, and by forming leagues or federations, often 
of a hegemonic type.

(8) Attempts to create larger political units, either 
peacefully or by conquest, often leads to small city- 
states being swallowed up by larger city-states.68 But 
more often such attempts take the form of hegemonic 
leagues, or federations {infra 612-3), or “mini
empires” consisting of one large dominant city-state 
and a number of smaller dependent city-states69 {infra, 
613-4).

(9) When, occasionally, one city-state succeeds in 
long-term conquest of all the others, the city-state 
structure usually persists so that the result is a large 
“capital” in control of an empire made up of depend
ent city-states {infra 613-4).

(10) Thus, the city-states of a city-state culture are 
not necessarily “peer polities,” but can be hierarchic
ally organised systems of polities, of which some are 
hegemonic, some independent, and some dependen
cies {infra 606).

(11) Dependent city-states are self-governing com
munities, but as regards foreign policy or defence, 
they have either restricted independence or no inde
pendence at all, and usually they have to pay tribute 
and provide troops to a neighbouring overlord or a 
hegemonic city-state within the region, or a central 
government in regions in which the city-states were 
united in a federation {infra 608).

(12) In some city-state cultures a central aspect is 
the distinction between insiders (citizens) and out
siders (free foreigners and sometimes slaves). The 

citizens were conscious of being a privileged group as 
opposed to the others who inhabited the city and its 
territory.70 In some city-state cultures this aspect 
seems to be absent, and in city-state cultures for which 
the archaeological record is the only or the principal 
evidence, this aspect is unverifiable.

(13) A city-state culture ceases to exist either (13a) 
by the (temporary) disappearance of the urban centres 
which, of course, is associated with the disappearance 
of the political structure of the cities as well;71 or 
(13b): the city-state culture disappears by being con
quered by a neighbouring Great Power: the city-states 
are transformed into cities, sometimes abruptly,72 but 
sometimes the city-states are allowed to persist for 
some time, and the transformation from city-states to 
cities is slow and almost imperceptible.73

(14) City-state cultures often appear in neighbour
ing regions, and in some cases one can almost speak 
of clusters of city-state cultures.74

(15) In some cases a region is split up into city- 
states only once in history, but there are examples of 
regions which at least twice and sometimes three 
times in world history have been a city-state culture.75

The Concept of City-State
Moving from the city-state culture to the city-state I 
suggest, as my hypothesis, the following description 
of the concept of the city-state. Again, the description 
is a Weberian ideal type rather than a definition in the 
strict sense of the term.

Size. The city-state is what we today would call a 
specific type of micro-state76 and its smallness con
cerns the size of its territory as well as its population.

Territory. There is virtually no limit to how small a 
city-state can be, and city-states with a territory of less 
than 10 km2 are attested.77 It is more important - and 
more difficult - to fix an upper limit. Essentially, a 
city-state’s territory is the immediate hinterland of its 
urban centre, and a city-state which extends its fron
tiers beyond its immediate hinterland begins to lose 
one of its characteristics. Given the simple means of 
transportation in former times, and given the fact that 
a city-state is a community whose members are in 
close contact with one another, the maximum extent 
of the immediate hinterland can, ideally, be fixed at 
one day’s walk from the urban centre = ca. 30 km.78 
The inference is that the territory of a city-state may 
cover ca. 3,000 km2 max. Larger city-states are indeed 
attested {infra 602), but then they are no longer city- 
states to the same extent as their smaller neighbours.

Population. Very small city-states have a popula- 
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tion of less than 1,000 inhabitants;79 and a few over
sized city-states surpass 100,000 inhabitants; but the 
typical city-state has a four-digit and a large city-state 
a five-digit population figure (infra 601). It is often 
said that the city-state is a face-to-face society. Insofar 
as that applies to the adult male members of society, 
that is true for small and medium-sized city-states. 
But in large city-states even the adult male full mem
bers are too numerous to fit what is understood by a 
face-to-face society.

Ethnic and political identity. By contrast with a 
modern nation-state, the population of a city-state has 
a political identity which is different from its ethnic 
identity. It shares its ethnic identity (language, culture, 
religion, history etc.) with a number of other city- 
states, whereas its sense of political identity (includ
ing patriotism) is primarily centred on the city-state 
itself rather than on smaller entities (municipalities) or 
larger entities (ethnically based political organ
isations, federations, monarchies).

Names of city-states. The name of a city-state is 
either identical with the name of its major urban 
centre, or is an ethnic derived from the name of the 
urban centre.80

Settlement pattern. Especially in middle-sized 
and large city-states a substantial part and sometimes 
even the majority of the population may have been 
settled in the hinterland, either nucleated in villages or 
dispersed in homestead farms. But in a city-state the 
population of the urban centre constitutes a much 
higher percentage of the total population than in any 
other type of pre-industrial community (infra 32 [ad
ditional note] and 614).

Urbanisation. The city-state is centred on a city (= 
town) which is the “central place” (Zentralort) of the 
city-state’s territory and the seat of its government. 
Thus, a city-state has one major urban centre which 
may be the only nucleated settlement within the terri
tory. If there are other nucleated settlements within the 
territory, they are second-order settlements. There are 
city-states which combine an inland urban centre with 
a major port. But a city-state does not normally 
possess more than one major urban centre,81 which 
from every point of view is the central place: it is the 
economic, the religious, the military, and the political 
centre of the city-state.

Economy. Small city-states may have what is es
sentially a subsistence economy; but the urban centres 
of middle-sized and large city-states are cities in the 
Weberian (historical) sense of this term. Although 
“Ackerbürger” may have constituted a part of the pop
ulation of even large city-states, the cities of middle

sized and large city-states were centres “wo die orts
ansässige Bevölkerung einen ökonomisch wesent
lichen Teil ihres Alltagsbedarfs auf dem örtlichen 
Markt befriedigt, und zwar zu einem wesentlichen 
Teil durch Erzeugnisse, welche die ortsansässige und 
die Bevölkerung des nächsten Umlandes für den Ab
satz auf dem Markt erzeugt oder sonst erworben hat” 
(Weber [1921/1972] 728). Thus, specialisation of 
function and division of labour are essential aspects of 
the economy of a city-state (infra 602-4).

Defence. A city-state has its own army and its urban 
centre is often (but not necessarily) fortified.

Government. A city-state is ruled from the urban 
centre and bi-central or multi-central city-states are 
extremely rare.82 Government is not only central
ised,83 it is also highly institutionalised. Many city- 
states have a republican (i.e. non-monarchical) form 
of government, some are even democracies, and in 
city-states, even in those ruled by a monarch, the per
centage of the population involved in government is 
much higher than in other types of state.

Self-government. A city-state is a self-governing 
polity, but not necessarily an independent and autono
mous state. It suffices that a city-state is a legis
lative, administrative and judicial unit and (roughly) 
possesses what in modern terms is called “internal 
sovereignty”, i.e. a government which enforces a legal 
order within a territory over a population. Many city- 
states are independent, many others possess some of 
the powers which are commonly subsumed under the 
concept of “external sovereignty”. But external sover
eignty (= independence or autonomy) is not a neces
sary requirement for being a city-state. Nothing pre
vents a city-state from being a tributary polity or a de
pendency of another city-state, or of a federal central 
government, or of a monarch. Even (some) interfer
ence with a city-state’s internal sovereignty does not 
necessarily undermine its identity as a city-state (infra 
608).

Lack of self-sufficiency. In his description of the 
ideal polis Aristotle emphasises economic self-suffi
ciency (autarkeia) as an unobtainable but desirable 
aspect of the Hellenic polis.™ Undoubtedly following 
Aristotle, it has become customary to include eco
nomic self-sufficiency among the defining character
istics of the city-state.85 City-state cultures, however, 
are characterised by urbanisation which entails spe
cialisation of function, division of labour, and trade, 
not only local trade but trade with other city-states in 
the region as well as with states outside the region. 
Thus, compared with other types of early state forma
tion, the city-state is characterised by its lack of 
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economic self-sufficiency and by a high degree of 
economic interaction with its neighbours.86

To sum up: a city-state is a highly institutionalised 
and highly centralised micro-state consisting of one 
town (often walled) with its immediate hinterland and 
settled with a stratified population, of whom some are 
citizens, some foreigners and, sometimes, slaves. Its 
territory is mostly so small that the urban centre can 
be reached in a day’s walk or less, and the politically 
privileged part of its population is so small that it does 
in fact constitute a face-to-face society. The popula
tion is ethnically affiliated with the population of 
neighbouring city-states, but political identity is 
focused on the city-state itself and based on differ
entiation from other city-states. A significantly large 
fraction of the population is settled in the town, the 
others are settled in the hinterland, either dispersed in 
farmsteads or nucleated in villages or both. The urban 
economy implies specialisation of function and 
division of labour to such an extent that the population 
has to satisfy a significant part of their daily needs by 
purchase in the city’s market. The city-state is a self- 
governing but not necessarily an independent political 
unit.

What I have offered here is, as stated above, a kind 
of Weberian ideal type, and not a proper definition. It 
is, however, the plurality of descriptive criteria which 
enables us to draw a picture of this fascinating but al
most fossil type of historic society. If forced to offer a 
defintion of the concepts of city-state and city-state 
culture my not very satisfactory suggestion would be 
that a city-state is a micro-state composed of one town 
with its immediate hinterland, and a city-state culture 
is a civilisation which, politically, is organised as a 
system of city-states.

The Isolated City-State
Which civilisations fulfil a sufficient number of these 
criteria so as to deserve inclusion in this investigation 
of city-state cultures? It is often stated that the city- 
state is a purely historical concept and that “there are 
few, if any, contemporary city-states” (Nichols & 
Charlton [1997] 2). By and large that is true, but not 
quite. In Europe there still are four micro-states which 
are all city-states,87 viz. Andorra (470 km2; 46,000 in
habitants), Liechtenstein (160 km2; 30,000 inhabi
tants), Monaco (71 km2; 30,000 inhabitants), and San 
Marino (61 km2; 26,000 inhabitants).88 Furthermore, 
Luxembourg, the smallest member of the EU (2,600 
km2; 400,000 inhabitants), is essentially a large city- 
state. All five states possess one large urban centre 

only, which is the state’s capital, and in four cases the 
name of the state is identical with the name of the cap
ital,89 a fact which serves to stress the close connec
tion between city and state. In Southeast Asia Singa
pore and Hong Kong (until 1998) are often described 
as city-states,90 in spite of the fact that the population 
of these cities is 3 million and 6 million respectively. 
Similarly, Kuwait is called a city-state (Assiri [1990]), 
although it has a territory of 18,000 km2 and a popula
tion of 2 million. A better example would be Brunei 
(5,750 km2; 220,000 inhabitants; capital: Bandar Seri 
Begawan) which was also a city-state in the 15th and 
16th centuries (infra 419).

More examples can be found if we remember that, 
politically, the defining characteristic of a city-state is 
not independence, but self-government, and that, hist
orically, many city-states have been member states of 
federations. As modem examples of dependent city- 
states one could mention the Isle of Man, Jersey and 
Guernsey. In Germany both Hamburg and Bremen, in 
some sense, may still qualify as city-states, and in 
both cases the official name of the state is “Freie- und 
Hansestadt”. Similarly, a large number of the Swiss 
Cantons are, essentially, city-states: each is a self-gov
erning small community of citizens who inhabit a ter
ritory consisting of a town and its hinterland; and in 
13 of the 23 Cantons the name of the state is identical 
with the name of the capital, e.g., Schaffhausen (300 
km2; 72,000 inhabitants, of whom 36,000 live in 
Schaffhausen, the capital).

All other modem city-states, however, are isolated. 
Each of them is located in the middle of a large terri
torial state, e.g. San Marino in Italy, or is squeezed in 
between large territorial states, e.g. Andorra which 
lies between France and Spain. What has completely 
disappeared from the modern world is not the city- 
state as such, but the city-state culture, in which a 
cluster of neighbouring city-states sharing the same 
culture interact socially and economically but remain 
a plurality of self-governing communities. The only 
surviving example of what may perhaps be called a 
city-state culture is, in fact, Switzerland, insofar as, 
internally, the basic political unit is the Canton rather 
than the federation.91

So let me reformulate my earlier question and ask 
which historical civilisations fulfill a sufficient num
ber of these criteria to be included in our investigation 
of city-state cultures? Again, historical examples of 
isolated city-states must be treated separately. Such 
examples include Carchemish in Anatolia after the 
collapse of the Hittite empire (Hawkins [1982] 375); 
most of the Free German cities (the Reichsstädte) 
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from the Middle Ages until 1806 (Johanek infra 295- 
319); Ragusa (Dubrovnik) between 1358 and ca. 1700 
(Carter [1972]); Harar in Ethiopia in the period 1647- 
1875;92 Macau in China from 1557 to 1967 (Gunn 
[1996]); Sakai in Japan during the sixteenth century 
(Gonthier [1954] 244); Danzig 1919-39 (Kimmich 
[1968]), and Tanger which from 1912 to 1959 was a 
self-governing city-state without independence (Bon- 
jean [1967]). But these and similar examples are out
side the scope of this investigation, which concerns 
the city-state as an integrated part of a city-state 
culture. How many attestations in world history can 
be found of proper city-state cultures?

Attestations of City-State Cultures 
in World History
(1) The oldest known city-state culture is the Sumer
ian with Uruk, Ur and Lagash as the most prominent 
polities. The Sumerians were organised into city- 
states between ca. 3100 B.C. and 2350 B.C. when 
Sargon of Akkad conqured Sumer. The city-states 
re-appeared after the fall of the Akkadian dynasty ca. 
2150 B.C., but soon after they became dominated by 
Ur during the Third Dynasty (2100-2000 B.C.). After 
the fall of the Third dynasty of Ur followed another 
fragmentation into city-states down to ca. 1800 B.C. 
(Glassner, infra 35-53).93

(2) In the third millennium there were a number of 
interacting city-states in Syria, notably Ebla. They 
were destroyed ca. 2300 B.C., but re-emerged twice as 
city-states, first in the Middle Bronze Age ca. 2000- 
1800 B.C., and second in the Early Iron Age ca. 1000 
B.C. (Thuesen, infra 55-65).

(3) In the periods 2900-2300 B.C. and again 2000- 
1200 B.C. Palestine was divided into, eventually, 
fourteen city-states, the largest being Hazor (Strange, 
infra 67-76).

(4) In the nineteenth century, more precisely ca. 
1920-1800 B.C., Assur is attested as a city-state. So 
far it is the only known and researched example of a 
city-state in Assyria (Larsen, infra 77-87).

(5) In the course of the second millennium B.C. a 
number of city-states were formed along the Phoeni
cian coast, notably Arwad, Byblos, Sidon and Tyros in 
the homeland, and later Carthage, which, again, 
founded colonies in North Africa, Spain and western 
Sicily (Niemeyer, infra 89-115).

(6) After the collapse of the Kassite monarchy ca. 
1100 B.C. southern Babylonia was invaded by Aram- 
ean and Chaldean tribes, and a number of the old 
Babylonian cities seem to have emerged, once again, 

as self-governing city-states, especially in the 9th and 
8th centuries (Larsen, infra 117-27).

(7) From ca. 1175 B.C. to 605 B.C the Philistines 
were settled in five city-states stretching from Ekron 
in the north to Gaza in the south (Strange, infra 129- 
39).

(8) In the period ca. 750 B.C. to ca. 550 A.D. the 
Mediterranean and the Pontic Region was dotted with, 
perhaps, some 1,500 Greek city-states (Hansen, infra 
141-87).

(9) The Etruscan people were divided into 12 city- 
states (e.g. Caere, Tarquinia and Vulci) until they were 
absorbed by the Romans in the 3rd century B.C. 
(Torelli, infra 189-208).

(10) Rome itself was originally the largest of some 
twenty city-states in Latium, followed in size by Tibur 
and Praeneste. At the end of the Social War in 89 B.C. 
they had all been incorporated into the Roman State 
(Cornell, infra 209-28).

(11) Along the caravan route through western 
Arabia from Palestine to Aden a string of small towns 
emerged in the major oases. In the 5th and 6th 
centuries A.D. the most prominent was Mecca. All 
these caravan towns were independent communities 
and may be described as forming a nascent city-state 
culture which, however, disappeared in the course of 
the 7th century concurrently with the Islamic conquest 
of the Middle East (Bæk Simonsen, infra 241-9).

(12) Vikings, most of them Norwegian, colonised 
the east coast of Ireland in the early 10th century and 
founded several towns, notably Dublin. These so- 
called Hiberno-Viking towns were organised as city- 
states which soon became dependent city-states under 
Irish kings and eventually were conquered by England 
in 1171 (Holm, infra 251 -62).

(13) City-states emerged in Northern Italy ca. 1100 
A.D., and a century later the region was fragmented 
into some 300 city-states with Florence, Milan and 
Venice vying for primacy. Around 1400 A.D. these 
large city-states had swallowed up most of the small 
neighbouring city-states and were thereby trans
formed from city-states into small “territorial” states 
(Epstein, infra 277-93).

(14) Whereas the German “imperial cities” and 
“free cities” were city-states but did not constitute a 
proper city-state culture (Johanek, infra 295-319), the 
eight Swiss free cities were self-governing political 
units which were sufficiently interrelated to form a 
city-state culture from the 14th century until 1848 
(Stercken, infra 321-42).

(15) The Dutch Republic, created in 1579 by the 
Union of Utrecht, was organised as a confederation of 
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seven provinces, each composed of a number of self- 
governing cities. The Union can reasonably be con
ceived as a federation of fifty-seven dependent city- 
states in all (Prak, infra 343-58).

(16) In China the Zhou monarchy collapsed in 771 
B.C. and the state was broken up into several hundred 
micro-states, of which most were city-states. During 
the Spring-and-Autumn period of Chinese history 
(771-481 B.C.) the city-state was the basic political 
unit in Central China, but more and more city-states 
were swallowed up by the neighbouring macro-states, 
and in the Warring States period virtually all the city- 
states disappeared for good (Lewis, infra 359-73).

(17) In Central Asia the Silk Road passed north or 
south of the Tarim Basin and here, on the fringes of 
the Taklamakan desert, lay forty-seven small states of 
which some twenty-five were city-states. They 
emerged ca. 200 B.C. and persisted as city-states until 
ca. 1800 A.D. In some periods they were independent, 
but mostly they were dependent city-states dominated 
by the Chinese or the Tibetan or the Mongol empire 
(Di Cosmo, infra 393-407).

(18) From the 7th to the II th centuries A.D. Sri- 
wijaya in southern Sumatra seems to have been a 
hegemonic Malay city-state controlling a number of 
dependent city-states in the region (Manguin, infra 
409-16).

(19) In the same region there are the Southeast 
Asian maritime cities, e.g. Melaka, Aceh and Brunei, 
called negeri, a Sanskrit word for city which has 
passed into modern Malay in the sense of state (Reid 
[ 1980] 235-40). Between ca. 1450 and 1625 they were 
self-governing urban communities, ail belonging to 
what can reasonably called a city-state culture (Reid, 
infra 417-29).

(20) Apart from the Malay city-states there were in 
the neighbouring region other related city-states 
whose inhabitants communicated in Thai, Javanese 
and Makassarese (Connor, infra 431-43).

(21) We find city-states in Africa in the northern 
part of the Sahara where the Mzâb, a splinter comm
unity of Berbers, in the 11th century set up first five, 
later seven city-states that survived until the French 
occupation in 1882 (Jaabiri & Yahia, infra 445- 
62).

(22) Along the east coast of Africa, in southern 
Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania and nothem Mozambique, 
are the remains of a string of stone towns, inhabited 
by Swahili-speaking people. They emerged before 
1000 A.D. and persisted as independent or at least 
autonomous city-states until the early 19th century. 
All the polities were interconnected and they can thus 

be classified as a city-state culture (Sinclair & 
Håkansson, infra 463-82).

(23) South of the Sahara and east of the Niger, on 
the vast pastoral plain, the Hausa were organized into 
seven large and several smaller city-states between ca. 
1450 and 1804 (Griffeth, infra 483-506).

(24) The highest level of pre-colonial urbanisation 
in Africa is found in Yorubaland south and west of the 
Niger river. From ca. 1600-1900 many of these cities 
(z/m) were city-states; and during the 17th century one 
of them, Oyo, subjected a number of neighbouring ilu 
and created what can be seen as a kind of city-state 
empire (Peel, infra 507-17).

(25) On the Gold Coast, in modern Ghana, the 
Fante were settled in a number of city-states. They 
emerged in the 14th-16th centuries, and flourished in 
the 17th-18th centuries when they were organised into 
a federation of allied and rival city-states dominated 
by Mankessim. In the beginning of the 19th century 
their federation was destroyed by the Asante (Kea, 
infra 519-30).

(26) In the course of the Middle Ages the region 
south of Lake Chad became urbanised and split up 
into more than a dozen small city-state principalities. 
From ca. 1600 they were subjected to the Bornu 
empire but still self-governing polities organised into 
two small federations of city-states (Hansen, m/ra 
531-2).

(27) From ca. 1600 to 1800 the Niger Delta region 
was divided between four city-states which were 
centres of the Atlantic trade in slaves in West Africa 
(Princewill, infra 533-45).

(28) The decipherment of the Maya hieroglyphs 
combined with recent archaeological research has 
confirmed that the Maya of the classical period (ca. 
250-900 A.D.) were organised into some 30 city- 
states. They all disappeared in the course of the 9th 
century, but after the collapse of Mayapan ca. 1450 
A.D. Yucatan was once again split up into small king
doms which can reasonably be described as city-states 
(Grube, infra 547-65).

(29) In the post-classical period (ca. 900-1521 
A.D.), the Mixteca region, which lies to the northwest 
of the Maya, was split up into over 100 city-states. 
They formed a separate city-state culture which per
sisted to the end of the 16th century, but from ca. 1450 
the Mixtec city-states were dependencies of first the 
Aztecs and then the Spaniards (Lind, infra 567- 
80). •

(30) In central Mexico “the arrival of Aztec mig
rants in the 12th century was accompanied by the im
mediate establishment of city-states” which lasted 
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until sometime after the Spanish conquest in 1519-21 
(Smith, infra 581-95).

The above list as well as the title of this book indicate 
that I believe I have identified thirty different city- 
state cultures. The number thirty, however, must not 
be taken too seriously. The Babylonian city-states of 
the first half of the first millennium B.C. are described 
separately from the earlier Sumerian city-states. But 
in Sumer, in Western Syria, and in Palestine, city-state 
cultures disappeared and re-emerged after a shorter or 
longer period. Only one chapter is devoted to Western 
Syria and one to Palestine. If each city-state period is 
counted separately we would have as many more city- 
state cultures. Conversely, city-states in Tuscany are 
treated first in the chapter about the Etruscan city- 
states and then again in the chapter about the Italian 
city-states. In this case there can be no doubt that we 
have to do with two different city-state cultures. But 
one should perhaps apply a similar approach to the 
Maya civilisation and describe the city-states of the 
Classical Period as belonging to one city-state culture, 
and the city-states of the period 1450-1600 as belong
ing to another one.

A different issue is the identification of neighbour
ing and closely related city-state cultures. Thus, in 
West Africa in modern Ghana there were three or four 
different city-state cultures: Fante, Akwamu, Asante 
and, possibly, Denkyira. This volume includes a chap
ter about the Fante (Kea, infra 519-30). The others 
have not yet been studied from this particular point of 
view, and the Akwamu and Denkyira have hardly been 
investigated from any point of view.94 Similarly, in 
Southeast Asia the Thai, Malay, Javanese, and Makas
sarese maritime city-states can be treated as four dif
ferent city-state cultures (see Reid, infra 419) of which 
only the Malay and Thai are treated in this volume.

Finally, the precise identification of what consti
tutes a city-state culture is always a matter of defini
tion. Whenever one attempts to match a concept with 
its denotata the perennial problem is where to draw 
the line between inclusion and exclusion, see infra 
600. Thus, the urban settlements along the caravan 
route in Western Arabia were small towns, but it is de
batable whether they were states and so city-states. 
They have been included here, but only hesitatingly. 
Again, the fifty-seven towns which made up the 
Dutch Republic can reasonably be described as de
pendent city-states but in many important respects 
they were different from, e.g., the ancient Greek 
dependent poleis which made up the Boiotian or the 
Lycian confederacy.

Civilisations Resembling City-State 
Cultures

Next there are possible examples of city-state cultures 
which I have left out because the evidence is insuffi
cient. One such example is Middle Bronze Age Crete. 
It is still a moot point whether Crete during the New 
Palace Period was one state with five major palatial 
centres, or was split up into five small states each cen
tred on a palace. John Cherry has argued that the sec
ond alternative is preferable and that the five “states” 
were “peer polities” (Cherry [1986]). The decipher
ment of the Linear A script, if ever made, may solve 
the problem. Again, habitation centres have been 
found near the palaces so that they seem to have been 
palatial cities rather than just royal residences (Knap
pen [1999], describing Malia in the Old Palace Peri
od). If Cherry and Knappett are right, the inference is 
that Crete was the home of a city-state culture already 
in the Bronze Age. As the evidence stands the answer 
is a non liquet.

Other civilisations share some of the above charac
teristics, but not enough to be considered city-state 
cultures in the true sense.

(1) The Celtic oppida in central Europe between the 
6th and the 1st century B.C. were sizable and some
times planned urban centres. They may also have been 
centres of states, but not of city-states (Collis, infra 
229-39).

(2) The Viking “city-states” in southern Russia be
tween ca. 850 and 1050, principally Novgorod and 
Kiev, did not constitute a city-state culture, and it is 
highly problematical whether they can be described as 
city-states (Price, infra 263-75).

(3) In medieval and early modern Germany some 
four to five score of Reichsstädte and a few “free 
cities” were dotted about amongst the principalities 
and episcopal states, but they were not gathered to
gether in a single continuous region with adjoining 
territories and were, in principle, imperial cities. A 
cluster of imperial cities was found only in medieval 
Swabia, and here they did form an urban league from 
the late 14th century onwards.95 Politically the free 
and imperial cities are best described as being depend
ent city-states, and in some periods they can even be 
described as virtually independent city-states. But 
they did not constitute one city-state culture. They did 
not interact as a separate network; and many of them 
had closer affinities with neighbouring “territorial” 
towns (i.e. towns ruled by princes) than with other im
perial cities. Thus, of all the members of the Hanseatic 
League, only a few, including Lübeck, were free im
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perial towns, the majority were “territorial towns” 
(Johanek, infra 295-319).

(4) Finally, in the Early Historic Period, that is ca. 
800-200 B.C., India was broken up into a number of 
urbanised states, some of them republican. Buddhist 
and Jaina sources list sixteen such states, called maha- 
janapadas. Modem historians sometimes describe 
them as city-states (Kenoyer [1997] 63-8). The frag
mentation into political units, however, is based on 
some kind of tribal system, not on urban centres; in no 
case is the name of the state identical with the name of 
its capital; and even the smallest of them is much too 
big to fit the description of a city-state outlined above 
(Chakrabarti, infra 375-91).

Since types of society do not always fall into well- 
defined categories but, invariably, constitute a 
continuum, I have in this volume included chapters 
about the four above examples, viz. the Celtic oppida, 
the Viking cities in Russia, the German Reichsstädte, 
and the Indian mahajanapadas.

So, this investigation comprises over thirty civilisa
tions, of which some have frequently been adduced as 
examples whenever the city-state model is discussed, 
i.e. the Sumerian, the Greek and the Italian city-states. 
But many are hardly ever mentioned in this context, 
e.g. the Vikings in Ireland, the Mzâb cities in central 
Sahara, the Malay city-states, the city-states in the 
Tarim basin, and the Mixtec city-states.

Civilisations Excluded from
the Investigation
Conversely, there are some civilisations which I have 
excluded, although they are sometimes described as 
having been organised into city-states, viz., (1) Pre- 
dynastic Egypt. (2) Early Bronze Age Anatolia. (3) 
The Harappan phase of the Indus Valley civilisation. 
(4) Some of the small taifa states in Andalusia in the 
11th century A.D. (5) The consulate cities in southern 
France in the 12th to 14th centuries A.D. (6) The 
Flemish cities in the late Middle Ages. This introduc
tion is, in my opinion, the proper place to explain why 
I have expunged them from the Polis Centre’s investi
gation of city-state cultures.

(1) Pre-dynastic Egypt. As stated above there can 
no longer be any doubt that ancient Egypt was an ur
banised civilisation. More and more nucleated centres 
can be traced back to the Early Dynastic Period, and 
some centres in Upper Egypt even to the Predynastic 
Period, in particular Nagada, Hierakonpolis and Ele
phantine (Kemp [1990] 138-49, 159-78, 202). The 
theory has been advanced that the proto-kingdom of 

Upper Egypt was split up into “incipient city-states”; 
and in conformity with this theory archaeologists and 
historians begin, in a political context, to refer to this 
period as “Dynasty 0” (Kemp [1990] 44, 46, 50). 
However, compared with the evidence from lower 
Mesopotamia the remains of pre-dynastic Egyptian 
towns are not very impressive, and furthermore, we 
possess virtually no information about the political 
organisation of these predynastic urban centres.96 
Nothing prevents us from assuming that these towns, 
like the towns in early medieval Scandinavia, grew 
up simultaneously with or even slightly later than 
state formation and that no city-state period preceded 
a centralised monarchical government. Future 
discoveries may well change the picture, but, as the 
evidence stands, I prefer to leave out Egypt in a com
parative study of city-state cultures.

(2) Early Bronze Age Anatolia. It is sometimes 
stated that before the rise of Hattusas, i.e. in the late 
third and early second millennium B.C., Anatolia was 
a land of small city-states, each centred on a fortified 
city containing a palace. The most prominent were 
Kanesh, Wahshushana, Purushhattum and Kussara. 
They may perhaps have formed a city-state culture 
with first Purushhattum and later Kussara as the hege
monic city-state and several others as dependent city- 
states (Kuhrt [1995] 225-9; Macqueen [1996] 18, 75- 
6). We are virtually ignorant of the political system of 
these so-called city-states, and they seem to have been 
small or middle-sized macro-states rather than proper 
city-states conforming to the description set out above. 
I shall not deny that in future studies it might be worth
while to include Anatolia before the Hittite empire as 
the home of a city-state culture, but as the evidence 
stands I prefer to leave out Pre-Hittite Anatolia from 
the present study of city-state cultures.97

(3) The Harappan phase of the Indus Valley 
Civilisation. During the period ca. 2600-1900 B.C. 
the Indus valley was inhabited by a highly urbanised 
people. The current view is that the region was sub
divided into five city-states, each with a large urban 
centre dominating a territory dotted with smaller 
towns and villages (Kenoyer [1997] 51-63). The five 
major towns were Harappa, Mohenjo-daro, Ganweri- 
wala, Rakhigarhi and Dholavira. They were walled 
and the area enclosed by the walls ranged from over 
50 to over 200 ha. The habitation areas show traces of 
an irregular grid network. Remains of workshops 
have been found in the excavated sectors, and they 
testify to a considerable division of labour and spe
cialisation of function. Due to the lack of regional 
studies the hinterland of each of these five cities can
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not be calculated with any exactitude, but by using the 
Thiessen polygonales and by leaving out uninhabit
able areas, the territories of the cities seem to range 
from approximately 100,000 km2 to 170,000 km2 
(Kenoyer [1997] 54; [1998] 100). Thus, the smallest 
is larger than Portugal, and the largest is larger than 
England and about the size of the three Baltic states 
combined! According to the above description of the 
concept, they are much too large to be city-states. 
There can be no doubt that the Indus valley in this 
period developed one of the most advanced urban 
cultures of the ancient world. I have no problem with 
taking the towns to be both proper cities and centres 
of proper states. But the classification of them as 
city-states is incompatible with the model adopted in 
this volume.98

(4) The taifa states in Andalusia in the 11th cen
tury A.D. With the collapse of the Spanish caliphate 
in 1009, Al-Andalus was fragmented into seven larger 
and some score of very small states, each centered on 
a city.99 They are usually called taifas, and it is some
times held that they were “city-states”, not only the 
small ones but also the large taifas such as Zaragoza, 
Toledo, Cordoba and Seville.100 Admittedly, some of 
the smallest taifa states consisted of just one town 
plus its immediate hinterland, and for a short period 
they were not only self-governing but even independ
ent political units. Examples are Alpuente, Carmona 
and Moron. But they were squeezed in between their 
larger neighbours. They may for a short period have 
been isolated city-states, but did not form what can be 
called a city-state culture. Thus, Moron and Carmona 
were conquered by Seville in, respectively, 1058 and 
1066. The large taifas, on the other hand, were much 
too large to function as proper city-states. Seville con
trolled a territory of over 10,000 km2; that of Zaragoza 
was more than twice as large, and Toledo’s territory 
covered some 90,000 km2.101

(5) The consulate cities in Southern France in 
the 12th to 14th centuries. The origins of the Italian 
city-states can be traced back to ca. 1100 A.D. when 
elected consuls replaced the bishop as the most im
portant jurisdictional power in many North Italian 
cities (Epstein, infra 279-80). A few decades later a 
similar development took place in Southern France: in 
some cities some of the seigneurial rights were taken 
over by elected consuls. Such cities are commonly 
called villes de consulat and together with the villes de 
commune they are opposed to cities ruled by a feudal 
lord. Consulate cities are found everywhere in le 
Midi, but their heartland was Provence and Lan
guedoc, and the most prominent were Nimes, Mar

seille, Arles, Avignon, and Toulouse. The first consuls 
emerged around I 130. The institution is still attested 
in some cities in the 16th century, but from the mid 
14th century onwards urban self-government had 
everywhere become so restricted that all the consulate 
cities must be described as mere municipalities. Thus, 
the period to be discussed in this context is ca. 1130- 
ca. 1350.

During this period of slightly over two centuries the 
consulate cities obtained a considerable amount of 
self-government in legislation, administration of just
ice, taxation and defence. Occasionally, a consulate 
city was even empowered to conclude treaties with 
other cities and with neighbouring feudal lords. The 
institutions in possession of these powers were (a) a 
board of consuls (numbering from two to twenty- 
four), (b) an advisory council (numbering from twelve 
to over a hundred), and (c) a general assembly (of 
middle and/or upper-class citizens and hardly ever 
comprising all inhabitants). The political system was 
at first aristocratic but later more oligarchic as mer
chants and artisans succeeded in acquiring full polit
ical rights. The general assembly was summoned only 
occasionally, and the consuls were the pivot of the 
system. They were sometimes appointed by the city’s 
feudal overlord, but mostly elected or appointed by 
co-optation. Jurisdiction was their most important 
sphere of influence, often contested between the con
suls and their overlord.

Are the French consulate cities city-states? and, if 
they are, do they constitute a city-state culture? I am 
inclined to answer in the negative.102 First, like the 
German free and imperial cities, the consulate cities 
were scattered and lay between fiefs ruled by counts 
and bishops. Thus, even if some of them may be class
ified as city-states, they did not constitute a city-state 
culture, as did the Swiss or the North Italian cities. 
Second, unlike the German free and imperial cities the 
consulate cities were an integral part of the feudal sys
tem. All were vassals with a count or a bishop as their 
feudal lord, and several had vassals for whom the city 
was the feudal lord. The French consulate cities re
sembled the German territorial cities: many of them 
possessed a large amount of self-government, they 
were certainly what Weber calls Stadtgemeinden, but 
very few acquired full internal sovereignty and even 
fewer a share of external sovereignty. They were self- 
governing cities, but not polities as were the North 
Italian city-states. The best indication of the differ
ence in this respect between a consulate city and an 
Italian city-state is probably the ideology. A reader of 
Italian political treatises from Bartolo de Sassoferato 
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to Machiavelli is never left in doubt that the città they 
describe are seen as polities and not just as municipal 
communities. To the best of my knowledge, there is 
no similar evidence that the consulate cities were con
ceived or thought of themselves as being polities.103

(6) The medieval Flemish cities. For similar rea
sons I have excluded the medieval Flemish cities, such 
as Bruges, Ghent, and Antwerp. They are some
times adduced in connection with the concept of city- 
state (Blockmans [1994] 228); “but contrary to the 
Italians, the urban elites of the Low Countries never es
tablished independent states in their own right. 
Instead, their towns were integrated into a feudal 
structure of representation, and had to share power 
with regional lords (the Duke of Brabant, the Counts 
of Flanders and Holland, and so on), as well as the 
ecclesiastical and aristocratic estates’’ (Prak, infra 
344).

This book, I believe, is the largest comparative study 
to date of systems of city-states, and, to the best of my 
knowledge, it is the first one in which an attempt has 
been made to apply the concepts of city-state and city- 
state culture as consistently as possible. One conse
quence of this method is that I have excluded some 
civilisations traditionally adduced as examples of 
city-states, principally the Indian cities of the Harap- 
pan phase and the Medieval German Reichsstädte. 
Conversely, it is my hope that this study includes all 
the major city-state cultures in world history. It is 
most unlikely, however, that I have succeeded in find
ing all attestations of this peculiar form of state forma
tion. I have to confess ignorance of how many more 
examples I could have found by reading deeper into 
the historical literature. And I am equally ignorant of 
how many more can be found by historians, archae
ologists, and anthropologists who happen to be per
suaded by the present volume and become convinced 
that its key concepts can reasonably be applied to 
other civilisations not yet studied from this particular 
point of view.

Appendix 1
The Terms Town and City
There is, alas, no proper study of the terms “city” and 
“town”, and the question of how to distinguish a city 
from a town is a neglected issue. In historical contexts 
the two terms are used synonymously and indiscrimi
nately by all scholars. Thus, in the preface to West 
(1983) xiv, the word town is used to cover cities like 
York and Bristol. And in the section “Is There a Law 

Governing the Size of Cities?” Bairoch (1988) 146 
writes: “the size of the various towns is a direct func
tion of the size of the largest among them ... the size 
of the second city is that of the largest divided by 
two,... ”.

Traditionally, a “city” has been a “cathedral town” 
and/or a town which was made a city by Royal letter. 
In the Encyclopédie 3 (1753) s.v. “cité” 486 Diderot 
noticed that “on n’appela cité que les villes épisco
pales; cette distinction ne subsiste plus guerre qu’en 
Angleterre, ...” But the Oxford English Dictionary 3: 
252 s.v. “city” has the following note: “Historians and 
legal antiquaries have, however, always pointed out 
that there is no necessary connexion of ‘city’ with 
‘cathedral town’, and in recent times the style and 
rank of “city” have begun to be conferred by royal 
authority on large and important boroughs which are 
not episcopal seats, Birmingham being the first so 
distinguished in England [in 1889] ... In North Ameri
ca [city] usually connotes municipal autonomy or 
organization of a more complete or higher kind than 
‘town’”. In contemporary English “city” just connotes 
“a large and important town” {Oxford Advanced 
Eearner’s Dictionary [4th edn. 1989] 203), and seems 
to denote nucleated settlements with at least a five
digit number of inhabitants. Whitaker’s Almanac 
(1993) 531-7 has a list of 29 “principal cities” of 
which the largest is Birmingham with 934,900 inhabi
tants. Most of the others have more than 100,000 in
habitants and the two smallest are Lincoln (with 
81,900 inhabitants) and Durham (with 85,000 inhabi
tants). For a list of European pre-industrial cities with 
a population of at least 10,000 inhabitants see de Vries 
(1981)79-109.

Appendix 2 
Ankole as an Example of a State without 
Urbanisation
Ankole was one of over twenty Bantu-speaking king
doms east of Lake Victoria in what is now Uganda.104 
The population is split into in a small pastoral elite, 
the Hima, superimposed over a large agricultural pop
ulation, the Iru, which comprised over 90% of the 
total population. The Iru farmers are the original pop
ulation. The Hima nomads immigrated before 1500 
and set up the Hinda dynasty which ruled Ankole 
until all the Bantu kingdoms were abolished by the 
Uganda constitution of 1967.

Ankole had a highly centralised political system 
centred on the king, Mugabe. The Mugabe was the 
supreme authority and the symbol of his powers was 
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the cult of the royal drums, the Bagyendenwa. The 
Mugabe was, strictly speaking, above the law. He 
made all appointments, decided on war and peace, and 
could impose taxes. He was the supreme judicial 
authority who had the right to punish individuals by 
death, exile, beating, torture, and cursing. The 
Mugabe was supported by a large number of officials: 
his mother and sister, his favourite chief, the Enganzi, 
and a group of abagaragwa, or king’s relatives; 
furthermore there were executive chiefs, or abakungu, 
comprising war leaders and tribute collectors. At least 
since the mid-19th century the whole system of 
government was unquestionably at state level, but not 
linked to any urban centre. The residence of the 
Mugabe was the large prestigious royal kraal, known 
as the orurembo and made up of a number of enclos
ures. Like the European kings of the Middle Ages, the 
Mugabe moved around the country all the time. The 
farmers were settled in semi-autonomous villages105 
and had accepted the suzerainty of the Hima aristocra
cy and the Hinda dynasty. Only at the village level 
was Iru political participation permitted.

There can be no doubt that it is the mixture of a pas
toral with an agricultural economy which lies behind 
Ankole’s peculiar political structure. But, whatever 
the reason, 18th - and especially 19th - century 
Ankole was an unquestionable example of a state 
without towns. And furthermore, the entire political 
system was in the hands of the basically nomadic sec
tor of the population.

Appendix 3
The Yakö as an Example of a Stateless 
Urbanised Society
The Yakö are a small people living in SE Nigeria.106 
At the beginning of the 20th century they numbered 
some 30,000 persons and inhabited a territory of ca. 
600 km2. They were settled in five compact villages a 
few kilometers apart, each of which was formally 
independent. There were no centralised political or
ganisations, and wars between the villages were still 
remembered. The smallest village is Idomi, which in 
the 1930s had close to 2,000 inhabitants. The largest 
is Umor, which then had a population of close to 
11,000 inhabitants and controlled a territory of slight
ly over 100 km2. The inhabitants were farmers who all 
lived in the village and walked to their fields. But 
every household produced some surplus, especially 
palm-oil and palm-kernels. Some of the surplus was 
produced for export, some of it was disposed of by 
sale in the village market.

The social organisation of the villages was based on 
a complicated network of overlapping groups, some 
of which were principally territorial, whereas some 
were based on kinship. Each village was subdivided 
into wards with clearly marked boundaries between 
the wards. Each ward had an assembly place for meet
ings, rites and festivals. Thus Umor was subdivided 
into originally five, later four wards. Each ward was 
inhabited by a number of localised patricians (sing. 
kepun, pl. yepun) varying in size from 50 to 200 men. 
Each patrician controlled its own dwelling area within 
the ward. There was no tribal superstructure above the 
patrician. Each ward had an association of leaders 
(YakambOn), the head of which (Ogbolia) claimed 
authority over both ritual and secular affairs. The 
ward was almost a self-governing community, and 
fighting between two wards in Umor had resulted in 
emigration of all members of one ward and the subse
quent foundation by that ward of a new village.

But apart from the four wards and their patricians 
there are in Umor 23 differently organised matriclans 
(sing, lejima, pl. yajima) which provided a village 
corporation of priests known simply as the heads 
(Yabot). Apart from the priests the Yabot also com
prised some “officials” e.g. Yabot Leko and the Yanun 
Eko, two war leaders who formerly conducted rituals 
to secure success in warfare. The head of the village 
(Obot Lopon) was the priest of the premier matriclan 
spirit and the custodian of its shrine. The village head 
had his house in the centre of the village next to a 
meeting place where all villagers meet. The leaders of 
the wards were not subordinate to the leaders of the 
village. Both sets of institutions were involved in 
decision-making and the settling of disputes, but both 
lacked secular means of enforcing their decisions and 
they did not possess any administrative machinery for 
carrying out their decisions.

Are the Yakö of the 19th and early 20th centuries a 
possible example of a city-state culture? The nucleat
ed centres are, traditionally, called “villages”, but they 
are indisputably large enough to be cities in the 
Weberian sense, and in recent studies they are indeed 
labelled “towns” (McIntosh ( 1995] 397). The inhabi
tants are, primarily, farmers who live in the nucleated 
settlement. But, according to Weber, such Ackerbürg
er are an integrated part of many early cities. Al
though the Yakö practised what was to a large extent a 
subsistence economy, the widespread production of a 
surplus either exported or sold in the market was pre
sumably of sufficient importance to justify the classi
fication of the five nucleated Yakö centres as “Weber
ian” cities in the economic sense. Much more prob
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lematic is the political organisation of these urban 
centres. The political organisation of the towns was 
different from what we find in a proper city-state cul
ture. The coexistence of two different forms of politi
cal organisation which were virtually independent of 
one another, and the lack of centralised institutions 
empowered to enforce a legal order are important 
characteristics which militate against describing the 
Yakö urban centres as proper states. Nor can any con
cept of citizenship be traced. In conclusion, I accept 
the scholarly consensus that the Yakö lived in what 
can reasonably be called urban centres but without 
any political organisation of the people as a whole, 
and with a political organisation of the five urban 
centres which lacked the essential characteristics of 
statehood.

Notes
1. Childe (1958) 34-42; Champion et alii (1984); Barker (1985).
2. Price (1995) 131-4; Hvass & Storgaard (1993).
3. Development of agriculture and population growth go hand in 

hand, and I find it superfluous in this context to discuss 
whether, originally, population pressure was the cause and 
agriculture the effect as suggested by Boserup (1965) 117-20, 
or whether population growth was the result of agricultural in
tensification as argued by Renfrew (1972) 304.

4. Before the neolithic revolution the population density is esti
mated at less than one person per square mile. On the Pacific 
Islands neolithic societies today attain a density of 30 or more 
persons to the square mile: Childe (1950) 4.

5. On settlement patterns in general, see Roberts (1996); Tring- 
ham (1972) xix-xxviii; Blouet (1972) 3-15. On the distinction 
between nucleated and dispersed settlement, see Roberts 
(1996) 15-37. For an example, see Cherry, Davis & E. Mant- 
zourani (1991) 457-79.

6. Rowley-Conwy (1986) 25, mentioning Lepenski Vir in the 
Donau region and the Ertebølle culture. The mesolithic village 
at Lepenski Vir consisted of between 20 and 26 houses in the 
period from ca. 5800 B.C. to ca. 4600 B.C. (Ristic [1980]); 
Srejovic (1972).

7. For a historical example, see Foxhall (1997) 257-68. A 
modem example is Denmark in the 19th and 20th centuries.

8. Childe (1950); Trigger (1972) 579-82. For the link between 
agriculture and urbanisation, see Murdock (1969) 129-50. In 
an investigation of 322 societies Murdock shows that 56% of 
societies practising intensive agriculture have cities of over 
50,000 inhabitants, a further 9% have towns of over 5,000 in
habitants, whereas only 18.5% of the societies are settled in 
villages of max. 200 persons.

9. Thus, in Denmark 5,000 years passed between the develop
ment of agriculture ca. 4,000 B.C (supra n. 2) and the emer
gence of proper towns in the 11th century A.D. (infra n. 50).

10. The “dogma” that agriculture preceded cities was attacked by 
Jacobs (1969). For a refutation of her views, see Bairoch 
(1988) 13-5 and Mieroop (1997) 25-6. Let me add, however, 
that Ian Hodder’s ongoing excavations do not support the 
current view of Çatal Hiiyiik as a predominantly agricultural 

society. Remains of animal bones suggest that both wild and 
domestic variants were present. The Archaeobotanical 
analyses of the diet point to a regular wild plant component 
whereas there is little evidence for bread and other ground 
foods. See http://catal.arch.cam.ac.uk, 1998.

11. For the meaning and reference of the terms ‘town’ and ‘city’ 
see Appendix, 1 infra 25.

12. A term coined by Breasted (1916) 100-101. The Fertile Cres
cent comprises Mesopotamia, Eastern Turkey, Syria and 
Palestine.

13. Wheatley (1971) 9, 225-370. Wheatley assumes seven pristine 
urban cultures, listing Egypt and Mesopotamia as independent 
of one another, but for contacts between the two civilisations, 
see Kemp (1989) 92.

14. Mellaart (1967); Mieroop (1975) 26.
15. Defence circuit, stone houses and sanctuaries from ca. 6,800 

B.C. The town covered an area of ca. 2.5 ha and was inhabited 
by, probably, some 500-1,000 persons, see Bar-Yosef (1992) 
10-39.

16. Stein (1998) 21-2, 46-7: “By 3500 B.C. Mehrgarh covered 75 
hectares.”

17. Theocharis (1973) and excavation reports in Praktika (1972) 
8-11, (1973) 22-5, (1976) 153-62, (1977) 159-61.

18. In Arc/izv von Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik 47 (1921) 
621-772, republished as Chapter 8 of Wirtschaft und 
Gesellschaft (Tübingen 5th edn. 1972) 727-814 (the edn. 1 
quote here). For the impact and importance of Max Weber for 
later urban studies see, e.g., Sjöberg (1960) 3-4; Nippel (1991) 
19-30. - Meier (1994) is focused on the city as a community 
and has no treatment of the city as an urban centre.

19. Spencer (1885) 449-50; Naroll (1956) 690; Morris (1991) 38- 
40.

20. The model developed by Gordon Childe (1950) 9-16 includes 
Weber’s essential characteristics, but adds some others: His 
ten indices are: (1) the concentration of a relatively large num
ber of people in a restricted area; (2) craft specialisation; (3) 
the appropriation by a central authority of an economic sur
plus; (4) monumental public architecture; (5) developed social 
stratification; (6) the use of writing; (7) the emergence of sci
ences; (8) naturalistic art; (9) foreign trade; (10) group mem
bership based on residence rather than kinship. It is worth re
membering, especially re (6), that Childe developed this mod
el before the discovery of Jericho and Çatal Hüyük, and with
out taking the Inca towns into account. - Gideon Sjöberg’s 
definition of a city owes much to Weber but he follows Childe 
in making literacy a defining characteristic: “The term ‘city’ 
has been utilised in varying fashions. We see it, in contrast to a 
town or a village, as having greater size, density, and hetero
geneity and including a wide range of non-agricultural special
ists, most significant of whom are the literati” (Sjöberg [1960] 
11). - Heterogeneity includes Weber’s division of labour and 
specialisation of function. According to Paul Bairoch (1988) 
8: “most writers have insisted that one or more of the follow
ing five conditions must be met: (1) The existence of full-time 
craftsmen, furnishing evidence of a division of labor. (2) The 
existence of fortifications or walled enclosures, thus distin
guishing the city or town from the village, which remains 
open. (3) A population of sufficient size and, above all, densi
ty. (4) A specifically urban habitat; houses built of durable 
materials, habitations arranged so as to form streets, and so 
forth. (5) Permanent settlements, as opposed to transient 
encampments.” A recent archaeological contribution to the 
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discussion is that of Bietak, who lists nine criteria: (1) Highly 
concentrated settlement of some size; (2) compact form of 
settlement; (3) differentiated internal pattern of settlement; (4) 
centre of a district in administration, commerce, jurisdiction 
and traffic; (5) not a farming community, although a part of its 
population may be agriculturalists; (6) concentration of 
industries, crafts, goods and stores; (7) partition in labour, 
professions, and social hierarchy; (8) a town may be a 
religious centre; (9) centre of refuge and defence (Bietak 
[1979]) 103). See also Scarre & Fagan (1997) 6.
A completely different approach is to give up all attempts to 
define a town functionally and, to state, e.g., that “a ‘town’ is 
defined here in its widest sense as a collection of houses 
greater than a village” (Sinclair [1993] 22).

21. See, e.g., Dyson (1987) 590-3. For a survey of this view of the 
state, see Hansen (1998) 35-51, 107-13, 114-16.

22. For “the Westphalian Model” as it is often called, see, e.g., 
Held (1995) 77ff. For a critique of the model, see Hansen 
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Charakter des Staatsbegriffes als einer an das 16. bis 20. 
Jahrhundert europäischer Geschichte gebundenen, politischen 
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The historical inaccuracy and the theoretical fallacy of this 
view are pointed out in Hansen (1998) 107-16. For a compari
son of the concepts of state and polis, emphasising both differ
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25. Kräder (1968) 7-10; Claessen & Skalnik (1978) 1-107; Finer 
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31. Claessen & Skalnik (1978) 21, 33, 85, 544-9; Fried (1960) 
713-31. For the origin of this view see, e.g., Engels (1866) 
301-2: “Im Staate stellt sich uns die erste ideologische Macht 
über den Menschen dar. Die Gesellschaft schafft sich ein Or
gan zur Wahrung ihrer gemeinsamen Interessen gegenüber in
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view of the state is in Lenin (1917) Chapter 2, with numerous 
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(1884).
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42-6.

33. Skinner (1978) II 353. See Hansen (1998) 40-2.
34. See Radcliffe-Brown (1940) xxiii: “In writings on political in
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nal world; it is a fiction of the philosophers. What does exist is 
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Claessen & Skalnik (1978) 4.
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Hansen (1998) 107-13: “How Old is the State?”. On the other 
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38. Excavations of, e.g., Elkab, Hierakonpolis, Elephantine and 

Edfu have revealed remains of fortified towns dating back 
even before the Early Dynastic Period, see, e.g., Bietak (1979) 
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48. Blindheim (1976) 73-82. See Holm, infra 251.
49. Clarke & Ambrosiani (1995) 68; Helle & Nekvitne (1977) 

208.
50. Andren (1989) 128-49. According to Andren the formation of 

a Christian state can be traced back to the 10th century in Den
mark, to ca. 1000 in Norway and ca. 1100 in Sweden. Most of 
the towns were subordinate to the king and often founded by 
the king, a strong indication that state formation preceded urb
anisation (129, 131-4). Denmark was, in fact, united into one 
kingdom in the early 8th century, and the earliest urban centres 
were Ribe (8th century) and Hedeby (founded by king God- 
fred ca. 800), followed in the tenth century by Aarhus, Odense 
and Roskilde, see Olsen (1989) 27-32.

51. Trigger [1972) 576. Cf. also Scarre & Fagan (1997) 6: “Today, 
archaeologists use the term civilization as a shorthand for 
urbanized state-level societies,” further developed 26f.

52. Stein (1998) discusses Mehrgarh in a section entitled “Com
munities without States”.

53. For Egypt, see infra 23. For the Inca empire and earlier cities 
in the Andes, see Kolata (1997); von Hagen & Morris (1998). 
For the medieval European cities, see Tilly & Blockmans 
(1994).

54. For the history of this term, see infra 599 with note 8.
55. Burke (1986) 142; Trigger (1993) 8; Yoffee (1997) 256, 258, 

262.
56. Held (1995) Th “The Westphalian model... which entrenched, 

for the first time, the principle of territorial sovereignty in 
international affairs.”

57. For polis!chora (Greek) see Hansen, infra 152; for iluUleto 

(Yoruba) see Peel, infra 508; for guo/ye (Chinese) see Lewis, 
infra 367-8; for negaraldesa, see Geertz (1980) 4. In Hausa 
birni is the word meaning, principally, walled town, see Grif- 
feth, infra 484. It has strong political overtones and one may, 
for example, speak about two birane being at war with one 
another. The hinterland of a town is called karkara. Birni and 
karkara may be used as opposed or rather complementary 
terms. Karkara denotes the inhabited hinterland (as opposed 
to daji, meaning bush), but karkara has no political connota
tion. I should like to thank Professor Furniss of SOAS, Lon
don for the information about Hausa usage.

58. Qrt (Phoenician); polis (Greek); civitas (Latin); città (Me
dieval and Renaissance Italian); ilu (Yoruba); birni (Hausa); 
oman (Akan, meaning 1. town, 2. kingdom); mji (Swahili); 
guo (Chinese); negeri (Malay from Sanskrit); miiang (Tai); 
ahawlel (Maya); yuhuitaya (Mixtec); altepetl (Aztec). In the 
Ijo language (spoken in the Niger Delta city-states) the word 
for king was amanyanabo, meaning “owner of the town” 
(Ryder [1984] 346).

59. For non-urbanised micro-states, see Di Cosmo, infra 396.
60. See Hansen (1994a) 10-13. The concept of city-state culture 

owes much to the peer polity interaction module, for which see 
Renfrew & Cherry ( 1986) 2. The principal differences are the 
following, (a) Focusing on city-states I exclude chiefdoms and 
polities composed of villages and/or tribal units, (b) A 
standard modular area of ca. 1,500 km2 is too large whereas an 
average number of ca. ten polities in a region is too small, 
(c) Dissociating the concept of city-state from the concepts 
of independence and autonomy, I question the “peer” aspect 
of many of these polities and find it necessary in many city- 
state cultures to stress the hierarchical organisation of the city- 
states.

61. The major revisions of the original concept of city-state cul
ture (Hansen [1994a] 12-3) are the following: re (3): there are 
many more examples than Tuscany of regions that twice - or 
even three times - have been split up into city-states. Re (4): 
emergence of a city-state culture by disintegration of a larger 
political unit is much more common than I imagined in 1991. 
Re (9): instead of economic self-sufficiency it is now econ
omic interaction between the city-state which I take to be an 
essential characteristic of a city-state culture. Characteristics 
emphasised for the first time in the description here are (8), (9) 
and 14.

62. In some cases the region is populated by peoples who speak 
different languages of which one, however, serves as a “lingua 
franca”. Malay was the lingua franca used in the Southeast 
Asian city-states, see Reid, infra 418. For Hausa as a commer
cial lingua franca, see Griffeth, infra 492. The Makari dialect 
was known to all Kotoko, see Hansen, infra 531. In Central 
Mexico, Nahuatl was the lingua franca of the Aztec, see 
Smith, infra 589. The Maya hieroglyphs served as a kind of 
lingua franca, see Grube, infra 561.

63. One of the most short-lived city-state cultures is the hibemo- 
Norse in medieval Ireland. City-state cultures which persisted 
for over a millennium are the Mesopotamian, the Greek, the 
Taklamakan and the Chinese (if one includes the city-state 
kingdoms of the Shang and Western Zhou dynasties).

64. Examples of (3a) are the Sumerian, Syrian, Palestinian, Philis
tine, Neo-Babylonian, Etruscan, Latin, Arab, Italian, Swiss, 
Dutch, Chinese, Taklamakan, Tai, Mzåb, Hausa, Yoruba, 
Fante, Kotoko, Maya, Aztec and Mixtec city-state cultures. 
Examples of (3b) are the Phoenician (colonies), Greek 
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(colonies), Viking, Malay, Niger Delta and Swahili city-state 
cultures. Examples of (3c) are the Phoenician and Greek city- 
state cultures in which communication between city-states in 
the homeland is often over land. Sriwijaya on Sumatra is an 
example of a city-state culture in which all communication 
between the city-states is along the rivers. In the Arab and 
Taklamakan city-state cultures communication was along the 
caravan routes.

65. Examples of (4a) are the Sumerian (first phase), Syrian (first 
phase), Palestinian (first phase), Assyrian, Phoenician (home
land), Greek (homeland), Etruscan, Latin, Arab, Taklamakan, 
Sriwijaya, Tai, Hausa, Yoruba, Kotoko, Fante, Niger Delta, 
Swahili, and Maya city-state cultures. Examples of (4b) are 
the Philistine, Viking, Mzâb, and Aztec city-state cultures, 
plus the Greek and Phoenician colonies in, e.g., Sicily. Exam
ples of (4c) are the Sumerian city-states in the Isin-Larsa 
period (ca. 2000-1800 B.C.) emerging by disintegration after 
the break-down of the Ur III dynasty (Postgate [1992J 43-5; 
Kuhrt [1995] 74; Baines & Yoffee [1998] 208) pace Glassner, 
infra 000; the Syrian city-states after ca. 1000 B.C.; the Neo
Babylonian city-states in the 9th and 8th centuries B.C.; the 
Swiss city-states emerging after the extinction of the Dukes of 
Zähringen in 1218; the Chinese city-states of the Spring-and- 
Autumn period; the Maya city-states of the Post-Mayapan 
period; the Mixtec city-states of the Postclassic period. - In 
northern Italy most of the Roman cities survived into the 
Middle Ages (La Rocca [1992] 161), and centralised political 
power was re-established first with the Lombards and later 
with the Carolingians. But the dissolution of the Frankish 
kingdom north of Rome set in with the death of Louis II in 875 
(Epstein, infra 278). Thus, the emergence of the Italian city- 
states can reasonably be seen as a fragmentation of a macro
state into small political units, mostly cathedral cities ruled by 
bishops (czrià, see Chittolini [1990]). Later, in connection with 
the upsurge of urbanisation in the 11th century, these città 
were transformed into what modern historians call city-states.

66. One possible example is the conquest by Ur of all the other 
Sumerian cities during the so-called Third Dynasty of Ur 
(2112-2004 B.C.), whereby the city-states were, apparently, 
reduced to the status of provincial cities. See, e.g., Postgate 
(1992) 41-3; Kuhrt (1995) 56-73. A related example is north
ern Italy where, in the course of the 14th and 15th century, all 
the city-states were swallowed up by Florence, Milan, Venice 
and the Papal State.

67. Even among the Mzâb city-states wars are attested in the hist
orical record, principally between Beni S’Guen and Melika, 
see Masqueray ( 1886) 211-14.

68. Examples are Carthage, conquering the other Phoenician 
colonies in north Africa and south Spain, see Niemeyer, infra 
105; Argos, conquering the minor city-states in Argolis, see 
Hansen, infra 170; Florence conquering other city-states in 
Tuscany, and Venice those in the Veneto, see Epstein, infra 
288; Suoju and other major Taklamakan city-states conquering 
their smaller neighbours in the 3rd century A.D., see Di 
Cosmo, infra 401; Aceh conquering some other Malay city- 
states in northern Sumatra, see Reid, infra 426; Tututepec, 
conquering all the neighbouring Mixtec city-states, see Lind, 
infra 576.

69. Examples of mini-empires of city-states are Ebla in Syria, see 
infra 60-1; Lakedaimon and Syracuse in the ancient Greek 
world, see infra 613; Sriwijaya in Sumatra, see infra 411-2; 
Oyo and later Ibadan in Yorubaland, see infra 512-4.

70. The differentiation between outsiders and “insiders” (often = 
citizens) is attested in the following city-state cultures: Assyr
ian; Phoenician (Carthage, see Ameling [1993] 260-5); Neo
Babylonian; Hellenic; Etruscan (see Pallotino [1974] 127, 
13Iff); Latin; Italian; Swiss; Dutch; Chinese; Tai; Mzâb; 
Hausa; Yoruba; Fante and Swahili.

71. The Palestinian city-states collapsed ca. 2300 B.C. and again 
ca. 1200 B.C.; the Syrian city-states collapsed ca. 2300 B.C.; 
the Maya city-states collapsed ca. 900 A.D.

72. City-state cultures annihilated by neighbouring powers are: 
the Sumerian and Syrian (first phase) when conquered by Sar
gon of Akkad in ca. 2350 B.C; the Philistine when conquered 
by the Babylonians in 605 B.C. (Strange 15); the Dutch when 
the Dutch Republic was conquered by France in 1795; the 
Chinese of the Spring-and-Autumn period when conquered by 
the four neighbouring macro-states: Qi, Jin, Qin and Chu; The 
Taklamakan city-states when subdued by China in the late 
18th century (Di Cosmo); the Malay city-states when 
conquered first by the Portuguese and later by the Dutch (ca. 
1511-1625); the Hausa when they succumbed to the Fulani 
(1804-12); the Fante when destroyed by the Asante (1806-14); 
the Mzâb, Yoruba, Kotoko, and Niger Delta when conquered 
by the European colonial powers at the end of the 19th 
century.

73. The Phoenician cities seem to have persisted as city-states 
under Assyrian, Persian and Greek domination: the Hellenic, 
Etruscan and Latin city-states, survived for some centuries as 
poleis and civitates under Roman rule; the Viking city-states 
survived under Irish overlordship until the English conquest in 
1171; the Maya (second period), the Mixtec and the Aztec 
city-states survived for some generations after the Spanish 
conquest. - The Arab city-states became integrated into the 
Islamic Caliphate in the course of the 7th century; The Swiss 
city-states were transformed into members of a modem 
federal state in 1848.

74. All the city-state cultures along the Fertile Crescent form one 
such cluster, viz., the Summerian, Syrian, Palestinian, Assyr
ian, Phoenician, Philistine and Neo-Babylonian city-states. 
The Etruscan and the Latin city-state cultures form another 
group, and so do the Medieval Italian, Swiss and South- 
German city-states. In South-East Asia the Malay and Tai are 
contiguous city-state cultures together with those whose 
language was Javanese or Makassarese. In West Africa the 
Fante, Yoruba, Hausa, Niger Delta and Kotoko civilisations 
form a cluster of city-state cultures to which one can add the 
Akwamu and Asante. The Maya, Aztec and Mixtec city-state 
cultures in Mesoamerica are yet another example of con
tiguous city-state cultures.

75. Sumerian/Neo-Babylonian; Syrian (2600-2300, 2000-1800, 
1000-720 B.C.); Palestinian (2900-2300, 2000-1200 B.C.); 
Phoenician homeland (Middle Bronze Age and Iron Age); 
Etruscan/Italian; Taklamakan; Sriwijaya/Malay; Maya (250- 
900, 1450-1600 A.D.).

76. For the concept of the micro-state, see Duursma (1996), 
Ehrhardt (1970).

77. E.g. the island of Belbina south of Attica. It covered 8 km2 and 
was a member of the Delian League in the 5th century B.C., 
see infra 155.

78. A different approach leads to a similar result. The Italian word 
for “local patriotism” is campanilismo. The explanation is 
that, traditionally, the immediate hinterland of a città was 
believed to be as much land as one could see from the top of
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the campanile in the urban centre. If the view is not obstructed 
by mountains vel sim. the visual range from the top of a 
campanile is something like 25-30 km.

79. The smallest are some of the oasis-states on the fringes of the 
Taklamakan desert, which, according to the report drawn 
up by Zhang Quian ca. 100 B.C., had some 200 inhabitants al
together, see Di Cosmo, infra 397.

80. This observation applies to most of the Sumerian city-states 
(e.g. Ur and Uruk). One exception is Lagash, see infra 38.
Other city-state cultures in which the name of state is usually 
the same as the name of the city are, with one example in 
brackets for each city-state culture: the Syrian (Ebla); the As
syrian (Assur); the Phoenician (Tyros); the Philistine (Gaza); 
the Neo-Babylonian (Nippur); the Greek (Athenaioi); the 
Etruscan (Tarquinienses); the Latin (Populus Tusculanus); the 
Arab (Mecca); the Italian (Siena); the Swiss (Basel); the 
Chinese (Teng); the Taklamakan (Shulo [but there are num
erous exceptions to the rule]); the medieval Malay (Sriwijaya); 
the Malay (Aceh); the Tai (Sing); the Mzâb (Ghardâya); the 
Fante (Mankessim); the Yoruba (Ilesha); the Hausa (Rano); 
the Kotoko (Goulfeil); Niger Delta (Ibani); Swahili (Kilwa); 
the Maya (Tikal); the Mixtec (Jaltapec); the Aztec (Yautepec).

81. One exception is, again, Sumerian Lagash, which had two 
other urban centres, viz., Girsu and Nimin, see infra 39. 
Other examples of Sumerian city-states with more than one 
urban centre are Uruk with Kullaba as its second (but much 
smaller) urban centre, and Kish with Hursagkalama as the 
other urban centre (Baines and Yoffee [1998] 208). Some of 
the large Hausa city-states had a number of provincial towns in 
addition to the capital, see infra 489, 491.

82. One example is the Greek city-state of Elis which may have 
had two political centres: Elis town and Olympia, see Hansen 
& Fischer-Hansen (1994) 86-9.

83. I find that centralisation is one of the characteristics which 
distinguishes a city-state from most early types of macro-state, 
e.g., the medieval European states. I note, however, that the 
prevailing view is to oppose city-states and empires and to 
hold that empires are centralised, but city-states decentralised, 
see, e.g., Kristiansen (1991) 25. The problem with this view is 
that no distinction is made between city-state and city-state 
culture. It is correct that the splitting up of a region into a 
number of city-states means maximised decentralisation when 
the whole region is taken into account; but, conversely, it is 
also correct that government of the individual city-state is 
usually more centralised than government of any type of 
macro-state.

84. Arist. Pol. 1261bl0-4; 1275b20-l; 1291a9-10;
1326b2-8; 1328b 16-8. For the demographic and ethical asp
ects of Aristotelian autarkeia, see Hansen in (1995) 37-8.

85. Griffeth & Thomas (1981) xiii: “Each [city-state] also had a 
policy of striving for economic self-sufficiency”; Charlton & 
Nichols (1997) 1: “the whole unit, city plus hinterlands, is 
relatively self-sufficient economically.”

86. For the Athenians taking pride in not being self-sufficient, see 
Thue. 2.38 and infra page 615. Other examples include the 
Malay city-states: in 1511 the Portuguese conquerors of Mela
ka noted that “Melaka has nothing of its own, and has every
thing of the world,” (see Reid, infra page 420).

87. The Vatican City is unique and, apart from being properly 
classified as a micro-state, it does not belong in any other cate
gory, see Duursma (1996) 374-419.

88. Duursma (1996) 145-373. For the Vatican, which is so pecu

liar a community that I prefer to leave it out in this context, see 
Duursma (1996) 374-419.

89. In Liechtenstein the name of the capital is Vaduz. Luxembourg 
is, originally, the name of the castle but became the name of 
the town when an urban centre grew up around the castle.

90. Toynbee (1970) 54; Griffeth & Thomas (1981) xv; Charlton & 
Nichols (1997) 2.

91. Noticed by Toynbee (1970) 54: “the last refuge of city-states 
in the present-day Western World is Switzerland”.

92. Wagner (1975) 291, referred to as a city-state in Fage (1978) 
113. 1 should like to thank Ib Friis, professor of Botany at 
Copenhagen University, for drawing my attention to this ex
ample of an isolated African city-state.

93. Glassner {infra 35-6) holds that city-state is, essentially, a 
synonym for polis and that the concept of city-state should be 
restricted to descriptions of the ancient Greek poleis, and ap
plied nowhere else. For a similar view, i.e. that the concept of 
city-state is the concept of polis in disguise, see also Feinman 
& Marcus (1998) 8-9, quoted and countered infra 598-601. 
For the opposite view, i.e. that the concept of city-state is ap
propriate in descriptions of Sumerian society, see, e.g. Gelb 
(1960) 320, 328; Larsen (1976) 112-15; Jacobsen (1980) 76; 
Maisels (1990) 131-98, 269-74, 310-12; Postgate (1992) 28- 
45; Trigger (1993) 8-9, 64-5; Kuhrt (1995) 1: 74; Stone 
(1997); Mieroop (1997) 36; Sallaberger (1997) 149 n. 7; 
Baines & Yoffee (1998) 199-260; Larsen (infra 117); Thuesen 
(infra 59). For repeated cycles of Sumerian city-states, see 
Postgate (1992) 43-5; Kuhrt (1995) 74; Baines & Yoffee 
(1998)208.

94. On the Akwamu, see Kea (1980).
95. Moraw(1994) 111, 115.
96. Baines & Joffee (1998) 209. I share the cautious approach of 

Wenke (1997) 27-49, see especially 43: “The closest approxi
mations to an Athenian or Mesopotamian city-state in Egypt
ian history were the great towns, such as Karanis, of the first 
few centuries A.D.”.

97. Mogens Trolle Larsen in conversation.
98. An alternative view, aired by Chakrabarti infra 375-6, is that 

of the many hundred urban centres of the Indus civilisation it 
was the majority and not just the five largest which were 
polities. In that case the city-state model is highly relevant. I 
find Chakrabarti’s suggestions attractive, and we must hope 
that future studies will make it possible to make a choice 
between these two opposed reconstructions of the political 
organisation of the Indus civilisation.

99. Fletcher (1992) 79-103; Clément (1997).
100. See, e.g., Barrucand & Bednorz (1992) 108: “the new political 

units were city-states in every case, many of them minute, 
their internal cohesion resting not on any cultural unity among 
their inhabitants, but purely on geographical considerations”. 
109: “All in all, Seville, Toledo and Saragossa outshone the 
other city-states both in the extent and the duration of their 
power”.

101. Through the Polis Centre’s expert on Greek colonies in Spain, 
Professor Adolfo Dominguez, I have put the question: “Did 
the taifa kingdoms constitute a city-state culture?” to Profes
sor M.J. Viguera, an acknowledged specialist on the taifas. 
Having read a draft of this introduction her response was that 
the term city-state cannot be applied in any sense to the taifa 
kingdoms, not even to the smallest ones. I would like here to 
thank Professor Dominguez and Professor Viguera for their 
valuable assistance in this matter.
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102. For the view that some of the consulate cities were city-states, 
see Toynbee (1970) 42, 51.

103. For a comprehensive account of the consulate cities see Tim
bal (1954) and Baratier (1969). For a case study, see Mundy 
(1954).

104. This appendix is a summary of Oberg (1940) 121-62, and 
Steinhart (1978) 131-50.

105. Elam (1974) 162, quoting Lugard (1893) 155-60; See Stein
hart (1978) 145.

106. This appendix is a summary of Forde (1964).

Additional note. An important aspect of the settlement pattern is 
the relation between those who live in the urban centre and those 
who live in the hinterland. (A) In some city-state cultures all in
habitants (or at least all “citizens”) have the same status and the 
same privileges irrespective of where they live. (B) In other city- 
state cultures there is an opposition between a privileged urban pop
ulation and a less privileged or sometimes even a servile population 
living in the countryside. This opposition is often emphasised in 
studies comparing the Greek poleis (type A) and the Italian città 
(type B), see, e.g., Molho, Raaflaub & Emlen (1991); but the same 
opposition is found in many other city-state cultures. Thus, the 
Hausa city-states {infra 491) are type (A) whereas the Chinese 
(infra 361) are type (B). This aspect of city-state cultures will be 
pursued in a future study.

Bibliography
Adams, R.M. 1960. “The Development of Culture in the Great Em

pires,” in Kraeling & Adams (eds.) 269-95.
Ameling, W. 1993. Karthago (München).
Andrén, A. 1989. “State and Towns in the Middle Ages: The Scan

dinavian Experience,” in Tilly & Blockmans (eds.) 128-49.
Arnold, C.J. 1997. An Archaeology of the Early Anglo-Saxon King

doms (2nd edn. London).
Assiri, A.-R. 1990. Kuwait’s Foreign Policy. City-State in World 

Politics (Boulder).
Baines, J. & Yoffee, N. 1998. “Order, Legitimacy, and Wealth in 

Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia,” in Feinman & Marcus (eds.) 
199-260.

Bairoch, P. 1988. Cities and Economic Development from the Dawn 
of History to the Present (Chicago).

Balandier, G. 1972. Political Anthropology (Harmondsworth).
Baratier, E. 1969. “Marquisat et comtés en Provence,” in E. Baratier 

(ed.), Histoire de Provence (Toulouse) 146-54.
Barker, G. 1985. Prehistoric Farming in Europe (Cambridge).
Barrucand, M. & Bednorz, A. 1992. Moorish Architecture in 

Andalusia (Köln).
Bar-Yosef, O. 1992. “The Neolithic Period,” in A. Ben-Tor (ed.), 

The Archaeology of Ancient Israel (New Haven) 10-39.
Bietak, M. 1979. “Urban Archaeology and the ‘Town Problem’ in 

Ancient Egypt.” in K. Weeks (ed.), Egyptology and the Social 
Sciences (Cairo) 97-144.

Blindheim, Ch. 1976. “Kaupang in Skiringssal. General Back
ground,” Acta Vishyensia 5; 73-82.

Blouet, B.W. 1972. “Factors Influencing the Evolution of Settle
ment Patterns,” in Ucko, Tringham & Dimbleby (eds.) 3-15.

Bluntschli, J. 1885. Theory of the State (London). Translation of 
Allgemeine Staatslehre (6th edn. Berlin 1886). [The English edn. 
was made from the MS of the German 6th. edn. and was pub
lished a year before the German original].

Bobbio, N. 1989. Democracy and Dictatorship (Cambridge).
Bonjean, J. 1967. Tanger (Paris).
Boserup, E. 1965. The Conditions of Agricultural Growth 

(Chicago).
Breasted J. 1916. Ancient Times.
Burke, P. 1986. “City-States,” in Hall (ed.) 137-53.
Carter, F.W. 1972. Dubrovnik (Ragusa). A Classic City-State 

(London).
Champion T. et alii. 1984. Prehistoric Europe (London).
Charlton Th.H. & Nichols, D.L. 1997. “The City-State Concept. 

Developments and Applications,” in Nichols & Charlton (eds.) 
1-14.

Cherry, J.F. 1986. “Polities and Palaces: Some Problems in Minoan 
State Formation,” in Renfrew & Cherry (eds.) 19-45.

Cherry, J.F., Davis, J.L. & Mantzourani, E. 1991. Landscape 
Archaeology as Long-Term History (Los Angeles).

Childe, V.G. 1950. “The Urban Revolution,” The Town Planning 
Review 21: 3-17.

Childe, V.G. 1958. Prehistory of European Society (Harmonds
worth).

Chittolini G. 1990. ‘“Quasi città’. Borghi e terre in area lombarda 
nel tardo medioevo,” Società e storia 47: 3-26.

Claessen H.J.M. 1978. “Early State in Tahiti,” in Claessen & 
Skalnik (eds.) 441-67.

Claessen H.J.M. & Skalnik P. (eds.) 1978. The Early State (The 
Hague).

Clark, G. 1978. World Prehistory in New Perspective (3rd edn. 
Cambridge).

Clarke, H. & Ambrosiani, B. 1995. Towns in the Viking Age 
(Leicester).

Clément F. 1997. Pouvoir et légitimité en Espagne musulmane à 
l’époque des Taifas (Paris).

Crone, P. 1986. “The Tribe and the State,” in Hall (ed.) 48-77.
Demand, N. 1996. A History of Ancient Greece (New York).
Doehring, K. 1987. “State,” in Encyclopedia of Public Interna

tional Law (North Holland) 423-8.
Dunleavy, P. “The State,” in R.E. Goodin and Ph. Pettit (eds.), A 

Companion to Conteporary Political Philosophy (Oxford 1993) 
611-21.

Duursma, J.C. 1996. Fragmentation and the International Rela
tions of Micro-States (Cambridge).

Dyson, K. 1987. “State,” in V. Bogdanor (cd.), The Blackwell 
Encyclopaedia of Political Institutions (Oxford) 590-3.

Earle, T. 1997. How Chiefs Come to Power (Stanford).
Easton, D. 1971. The Political System (2nd edn. New York).
Ehrhardt, D. 1970. Der Begriff des Mikrostaats (Aalen).
Elam, Y. 1974. “The Relationships between Hima and Iru in 

Ankole,” African Studies 33: 159-72.
Engels, F. 1866. Ludwig Feuerbach und der Ausgang der klassi

schen deutschen Philosophie, reprinted in MEW 21 (1972).
Engels, F. 1884. Der Ursprung der Familie, des Privateigentums 

und des Staats, reprinted in MEW 21 (1972) 25-173.
Fage, J.D. 1988. A History of Africa (2nd edn. London).
Finer, S.E. 1997. The History of Government I-III (Oxford).
Feinman, G.M. & Marcus, J. (eds.) 1998. Archaic States (Santa 

Fe).
Fletcher, R. 1992. Moorish Spain (London).
Forde, D. 1964. Yakö Studies (Oxford).
Fortes, M. & Evans-Pritchard, E.E. (eds.) 1940. African Political 

Systems (Oxford).
Foxhall, L. 1997. “Ancient Farmsteads, Other Agricultural Sites 

and Equipment,” in Chr. Mee & H. Forbes (eds.), A Rough and 



The Concepts of City-State and City-State Culture 33

Rocky Place. The Landscape and Settlement History of the 
Methana Peninsula, Greece (Liverpool) 257-68.

Fried, M.H. 1960. “On the Evolution of Social Stratification and the 
State,” in S. Diamond (ed.), Culture in History. Essays in Honor 
of Paul Radin (New York) 713-31.

Geertz, C. 1980. Negara. The Theatre State in Nineteenth-Century 
Bali (Princeton).

Gelb, I.J. 1960. “The Function of Language in the Cultural Process 
of Expansion of Mesopotamian Society,” in Kraeling & Adams 
(eds.) 315-28.

Gonthier, A. 1954. “Les villes Japonaises,” in La Ville 1. Institu
tions administratives et judiciaires. Recueils de la Société Jean 
Bodin VI (Bruxelles) 241-8.

Griffeth R. & Thomas C.G. (eds.) 1981. The City State in Five Cul
tures (Santa Barbara).

Gunn, G.C. 1996. Encountering Macau. A Portuguese City-State on 
the Periphery of China, 1557-1999 (Boulder).

Gurevich, A.I. 1978. “The Early State in Norway,” in Claessen & 
Skalnik (eds.) 403-23.

Hagen, A. von & Morris, C. 1998. The Cities of the Ancient Andes 
(London).

Hall, J.A. (ed.) 1986. States in History (Oxford).
Hansen, M.H. 1994a. “Poleis and City-States, 600-323 B.C. A 

Comprehensive Research Programme,” in Whitehead (ed.) 9-17.
Hansen, M.H. 1994b. "Polis, Civitas, Stadtstaat and City-State,” in 

Whitehead (ed.) 18-22.
Hansen, M.H. 1995. “The ‘Autonomous City-State’. Ancient Fact 

or Modern Fiction?” in M.H. Hansen & K. Raaflaub (eds.), Stud
ies in the Ancient Greek Polis. Papers from the Copenhagen Polis 
Centre 2 (Stuttgart) 21-43.

Hansen, M.H. 1996. “noXXa/rôç kÔàiç À-éyETca (Arist. Pol. 
1276a23). The Copenhagen Inventory of Poléis and the Lex Haf- 
niensis de Civitate," Acts of the Copenhagen Polis Centre 3 
(Copenhagen) 7-72.

Hansen, M.H. 1998. Polis and City-State. An Ancient Concept 
and its Modern Equivalent. Acts of the Copenhagen Polis Centre 
5.

Hansen M.H. & Fischer-Hansen, T. 1994. “Monumental Political 
Architecture in Archaic and Classical Greek Poleis,” in White- 
head (ed.) 23-90.

Hawkins, J.D. “The Neo-Hittite States in Syria and Anatolia,” in 
Cambridge Ancient History- III. 1: 372-441.

Held, D. 1995. Democracy and the Global Order (Cambridge).
Helle, K. & Nedkvitne, A. 1977. “Norge,” in G.A. Blom (ed.), 

Urbaniseringsprosessen i Norden. I. Middelaldersteder (Oslo) 
189-286.

Heuss, A. 1968: Zur Theorie der Weltgeschichte (Berlin).
Hinsley, H. 1986. Sovereignty (2nd edn. Cambridge).
Hvass, S. & Storgaard, B. 1993. Digging into the Past (Århus).
Jacobs J. 1969. The Economy of Cities (New York).
Jacobsen, Th. 1980. “Sumer,” in A. Cotterell (ed.), Ancient Civiliza

tions (Cambridge) 72-83.
Kandert, J. 1978. “Zande” in Claessen & Skalnik (eds.) 511-29.
Kea, R.A. 1980. “Administration and Trade in the Akwamu Em

pire, 1681-1730,” in B.K. Swartz & R. Dumett (eds.), West 
African Culture Dynamics: Archaeological and Historical Per
spectives (The Hague).

Kelsen, H. 1946. General Theory of Law and State (Cambridge 
Mass.).

Kemp, B.J. 1989. Ancient Egypt. Anatomy of a Civilization (Lon
don).

Kenoyer, J.M. 1997. “Early City-States in South Asia: Comparing 

the Harappan Phase and Early Historic Period,” in Nichols and 
Charlton (eds.) 51-70.

Kenoyer, J.M. 1998. Ancient Cities of the Indus Valley Civilization 
(Oxford).

Kimmich, Chr. M. 1968. The Free City: Danzig and German For
eign Policy 1919-34 (New Haven).

Knappett, C. 1999. “Assessing a Polity in Protopalatial Crete,” 
American Journal of Archaeology 103: 615-39.

Kolata, A.L. 1997. “Of Kings and Capitals. Principles of Authority 
and the Nature of Cities in the Native Andean State,” in Nichols 
& Charlton (eds.) 245-54.

Kräder, L. 1968. Formation of the State (Englewood Cliffs).
Kräder, L. 1978 “The Origin of the State Among the Nomads of 

Asia,” in Claessen & Skalnik (eds.) 93-107.
Kraeling, C.H. & Adams, R.M. (eds.) 1960. City Invincible (Chica

go).
Kristiansen, K. 1991. “Chiefdoms, States, and Systems of Social 

Evolution,” in T. Earle (ed.), Chiefdoms: Power, Economy, and 
Ideology (Cambridge) 16-43.

Kuhrt, A. 1995. The Ancient Near East I-II (London).
La Rocca, C. 1992. “Public Buildings and Urban Change in North

ern Italy in the Early Mediaeval Period,” in J. Rich (ed.), The City 
in Late Antiquity (London) 161-80.

Larsen, M.T. 1976. The Old Assyrian City-State and its Colonies 
(Copenhagen).

Lebeuf, J.-P. & Masson Detourbet, A. 1950. La civilisation du 
Tchad (Paris).

Lenin, V.I. 1917. The State and Revolution (English translation, 
London 1919).

Lugard, F.D. 1893. The Rise of Our East African Empire (Edin
burgh).

Maine H. 1959. Ancient Society (Everyman’s Library edn.).
Maisels, Ch.K. 1990. The Emergence of Civilization (London). 
Marquardt, J. 1881. Römische Staatsverwaltung I (Leipzig).
Masqueray, E. 1886. Formation des cités chez les populations sé

dentaires de l’Algérie (Paris).
Maurer, H. 1999. Staatsrecht. Grundlagen, Verfassungsorgane, 

Staatsfunktionen (München).
McIntosh S.K. (ed.) 1995. Excavations at Jenné-Jeno, Hambarke- 

tolo, and Kaniana (Inland Niger Delta, Mali), the 1981 Season 
(Berkeley & Los Angeles)

Meier Chr. (ed.). 1994. Die Okzidentale Stadt nach Max Weber. 
Historische Zeitschrift Beiheft 17 (München).

Mellaart, J. 1967. Qatal Hüyük: A Neolithic Town in Anatolia (Lon
don).

Mellaart, J. 1975. “The Origins and Development of Cities in the 
Near East,” in L.L. Orlin (ed.), Janus Esssays in Ancient and 
Modern Studies (Ann Arbor) 5-22.

Middleton, J. 1992. The World of the Swahili (New Haven).
Middleton J. & Tait D. (eds.) 1964. Tribes without Rulers (London).
Mieroop, M. van de 1997. The Ancient Mesopotamian City (Ox

ford).
Molho, A., Raaflaub, K. & Emlen, J. (eds.) 1991. City-States in 

Classical Antiquity and Medieval Italy (Stuttgart).
Moraw, P. 1994. “Cities and Citizenry as Factors of State Formation 

in the Roman-German Empire of the Late Middle Ages,” in Tilly 
& Blockmans (eds.) 100-27.

Morgan, D. 1986. 77ie Mongols (Oxford).
Morris, I. 1991. “The Early Polis as City and State,” in J. Rich & A. 

Wallace-Hadrill (eds.), City and Country in the Ancient World 
(London) 25-57.



34 Mogens Herman Hansen

Mundy, J.H. 1954. Liberty and Political Power in Toulouse 1050- 
1230 (New York).

Murdock, G.P. 1969 “Correlations of Exploitative and Settlement 
Patterns,” in D. Damas (ed.), Contributions to Anthropology: 
Ecological Essays (Ottawa) 129-50.

Naroli, R. 1956. “A Preliminary Index of Social Development,” 
American Anthropologist 58: 687-715.

Nichols, D.L. & Charlton, Th.H. (eds.) 1997. The Archaeology of 
City-States (Washington D.C.).

Nippel, W. 1991. “Max Weber’s ‘The City’ Revisited,” in A. Molho, 
K. Raaflaub & J. Emlen (eds.), City-States in Classical Antiquity 
and Medieval Italy (Stuttgart) 19-30.

Oberg, K. 1940. “The Kingdom of Ankole in Uganda,” in Fortes & 
Evans-Pritchard (eds.) 121-62.

Oliver, D.L. 1974. Ancient Tahitian Society I-III (Honolulu).
Olsen, O. 1989. “Royal Power in Viking Age Denmark,” in Les 

Mondes Normands (VIIF-XII- s.). Actes du Ile congrès inter
national d’archéologie médiéval (Caen) 27-32.

Oppenheim, 1992. Oppenheim’s International Law, ed. by R. Jen
nings & A. Watts (London).

Pallotino, M. 1974. The Etruscans (revised edn. London).
Pierson, C. 1996. The Modern State (London).
Postgate, J.N. 1992. Ancient Mesopotamia (London).
Price, T.D. 1995. “Social Inequality at the Origins of Agriculture,” 

in T. Douglas Price & G.M. Feinman (eds.), Foundations of 
Inequality (New York) 131-4.

Radcliffe-Brown, A.R. 1940. “Preface,” in Fortes & Evans-Prit
chard (eds.) xi-xxiii.

Reid, A. 1980. “The Structure of Cities in Southeast Asia, Fifteenth 
to Seventeenth Centuries,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 
11: 235-50.

Renfrew, C. 1972. The Emergence of Civilisation (London).
Renfrew C. & Cherry J.F. (eds.) 1986. Peer Polity Interaction and 

Socio-Political Change (Cambridge).
Ristic, P. 1980. Architektur und Siedlungsweisen in der mesolithis- 

chen Kulture von Lepenski Vir (Dissertation, Graz).
Roberts, B.K. 1996. Landscapes of Settlement. Prehistory to the 

Present (London).
Rouland, N. 1998. Introduction historique au droit (Paris).
Rowley-Conwy, P. 1986. “Between Cave Painters and Crop 

Planters,” in M. Zvelebil (ed.), Hunters in Transition (Cam
bridge) 17-32.

Ryder, A.F.C. 1984. “From the Volta to Cameroon,” in D.T. Niane 
(ed.), General History of Africa,. IV. Africa from the Twelfth to 
the Sixteenth Century (Paris & London) 339-70.

Ryffel H. 1903. Die Schweizerischen Lands gemeinden (Zürich).
Sallaberger, “Nippur als religiöses Zentrum Mesopotamiens im his

torischen Wandel,” in Wilhelm (ed.) 147-68.
Scarre, C. & Fagan, B.M. 1997. Ancient Civilizations (New York).
Schmitt, C. 1941. “Staat als ein konkreter, an eine geschichtliche 

Epoche gebundener Begriff,” in C. Schmitt, Verfassungsrecht
liche Aufsätze (Darmstadt 1958) 375-85.

Seaton, S.L. 1978. “The Early State in Hawaii,” in Claessen & 
Skalnik (eds.) 269-88.

Service, E. 1971. Primitive Social Organisation. An Evolutionary 
Perspective (2nd edn. New York).

Sinclair, P. 1993. “Introduction,” in Th. Shaw et alii (eds.), The 
Archaeology of Africa. Food, Metals and Towns (London) 1-31.

Sjöberg, G. 1960. The Preindustrial City (Glencoe).
Skinner, Q. 1978. The Foundations of Modern Political Thought 

I-II (Cambridge).
Skinner, Q. 1999. “Hobbes and the Purely Artificial Person of the 

State,” The Journal of Political Philosophy 7: 1-29.

Southall, A.W. 1953. Alur Society (Cambridge).
Spencer, H. 1885. Principles of Sociology I (London).
Srejovic, D. 1972. New Discoveries at Lepenski Vir (London).
Stein, B. 1998. A History of India (Oxford).
Steinhart, E.I. 1978. “Ankole: Pastoral Hegemony,” in Claesen & 

Skalnik (eds.) 131-50.
Stone, E. 1997. “City-States and their Centers: The Mesopotamian 

Example,” in Nichols & Charlton (eds.) 15-26.
Sveaas Andersen, P. 1977, Samlingen af Norge og Kristningen af 

Landet (Oslo).
Thompson, J.E.S. 1954. The Rise and Fall of Maya Civilization 

(Norman)
Tilly, Ch. 1994. “Entanglements of European Cities and States,” in 

Tilly & Blockmans (eds.) 1-27.
Tilly, Ch. & Blockmans, W.P. 1994. Cities and the Rise of States in 

Europe A.D. 1000 to 1800 (Boulder).
Timbal, P.-C. 1954. “Les Villes de Consulat dans le Midi de la 

France,” in La Ville. Institutions Administratives et Judiciaires. 
Recueils de la Société Jean Bodin 6.1 (Bruxelles) 343-70.

Toynbee, A. 1970. Cities on the Move (Oxford).
Trigger, B. 1968. Beyond History: The Methods of Prehistory (New 

York).
Trigger, B. 1972. “Determinants of Urban Growth in Pre-Industrial 

Societies,” in Ucko, Tringham & Dimbleby (eds.) 579-82.
Trigger, B. 1993. Early Civilizations: Ancient Egypt in Context 

(Cairo).
Tringham, R. 1972. “Introduction: Settlement Patterns and Urban

ization,” in Ucko, Tringham & Dimbleby (eds.) xix-xxviii.
Ucko, R. Tringham, R. & Dimbleby, G.W. (eds.) 1972. Man, Settle

ment and Urbanism (London).
Vincent, A. 1987. Theories of the State (Oxford).
Vries, J. de 1981. “Patterns of Urbanization in Pre-Industrial 

Europe 1500-1800,” in H. Schmal (ed.), Patterns of European 
Urbanisation since 1500 (London) 79-109.

Wagner, E. 1975. “Immanat und Sultanat in Harar,” Saeculum 26: 
283-92.

Ward-Perkins, B. 1998. “The Cities,” in Cambridge Ancient 
History2 XIII: 371-410.

Watkins, F.M. 1972. “State,” in The International Encyclopedia of 
the Social Sciences 17: 150-7.

Weber, M. 1921/1972. “Die Stadt. Eine Soziologische Unter
suchung,” Archiv von Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik Wk 
U2A-T12, republished as Chapter 8 of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft 
(Tübingen 5th edn. 1972)727-814.

Webster, D. 1997. “City-States of the Maya,” in Nichols & Charlton 
(eds) 135-54.

Wenke, R.J. 1997. “City-States, Nation-States and Territorial 
States. The Problem of Egypt,” in Nichols & Charlton (eds) 27- 
49.

West, J. 1983. Town Records (Worcester).
Wheatley, P. 1971. The Pivot of the Four Quarters (Edinburgh).
Whitehead D. (ed.) 1994. From Political Architecture to Stephanus 

Byzantius. Papers from the Copenhagen Polis Centre 1 
(Stuttgart).

Wilhelm, G. (ed.) 1997, Die orientalische Stadt: Kontinuität, Wan
del, Bruch (Saarbrücken).

Wilson, J.A. 1960. “Egypt through the New Kingdom: Civilization 
without Cities,” in C.H. Kraeling & R. McC Adams (eds.), City 
Invincible (Chicago) 124-36.

Yoffee, N. 1997. “City-States in Archaeological Context,” in 
Nichols & Charlton (eds.) 255-63.



Les petits Etats mésopotamiens 
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“Cité-Etat”?
On parle volontiers des “Cités-Etats” mésopota- 
miennes. Cherchant à mettre de l’ordre dans le fatras 
de l’histoire événementielle, on découvre une alter
nance entre des périodes où dominent de grands Etats 
centralisés, les Empires d’Akkadé, d’Ur et de Baby- 
lone, et d’autres où les structures politiques sont plus 
éclatées, le pouvoir étant partagé entre des royaumes 
ou des principautés aux dimensions plus modestes. 
Certains chercheurs parlent de ces derniers comme de 
“Cités-Etats”.

Mais existe-t-il un modèle politique dont la ville 
serait le ressort principal? La description qui en est 
proposée, comme introduction à ce colloque, résulte 
d’une démarche pragmatique: c’est un micro-Etat du 
point de vue de la superficie et du peuplement; la 
frontière extrême doit se situer à une journée de 
marche du centre; la population n’excède pas les 
100.000 habitants; le centre en est une ville, la capi
tale, ce qui n’exclut pas la présence de villes de 
moindre importance sur son territoire; la ville abrite 
une population vouée à des tâches agricoles mais 
aussi à des tâches artisanales et commerciales; la 
population n’est pas nécessairement regroupée dans 
sa totalité dans la ville; la population peut être d’ori
gine variée, l’unité ethnique n’étant pas un préalable; 
la capitale est fortifiée et l’Etat dispose d’une armée; 
ce n’est pas nécessairement un Etat indépendant, mais 
il dispose toujours d’une souveraineté intérieure, du 
pouvoir législatif, d’instances administratives et judi
ciaires; on distingue enfin entre des citoyens et des 
non-citoyens lesquels ne peuvent pas participer aux 
affaires publiques. Elle rejoint celle proposée de 
manière indépendante par B. Durand: une société 
politique indépendante organisée autour d’une ville et 
s’étendant à la campagne environnante; la ville donne 
son nom aux habitants qui peuvent être d’origine eth
nique diverse; le pouvoir est exercé selon un système 
distinct de la parenté: le pouvoir royal, par exemple, 
n’est pas donné en héritage à un enfant d’une épouse, 

mais à celui d’une concubine; la cité, enfin, possède 
un culte collectif (Durand [1983] 331).

En réalité, aucun de ces traits, pris isolément ou 
cumulés, ne suffit à caractériser une entité politique 
particulière, la “Cité-Etat”, comme construction poli
tique originale se distinguant par des traits uniques 
des autres formes d’Etat. Notre vocabulaire politique 
et juridique est un héritage de la Grèce et de Rome et 
nous en sommes les prisonniers; le grec polis connaît 
trois niveaux de sens qui en font l’équivalent des mots 
latins urbs, civitas et respublica (Lévy [1990]). Le 
mot “politique”, auquel celui d’“Etat” est étroitement 
associé, dérive de polis qui signale la forme d’Etat 
spécifique à la Grèce; les Romains hésiteront à le tra
duire, avant d’opter en faveur de respublical (van 
Effenterre [1985] 33). “Cité-Etat” ferait donc réfé
rence à une réalité exclusivement grecque. On entend, 
d’autre part, par “cité” (civitas) une ville considérée 
comme une personne morale, mais on peut aussi com
prendre par ce terme un territoire dont les habitants se 
gouvernent selon leurs propres lois, voire une fédéra
tion autonome de tribus se reconnaissant des institu
tions religieuses et politiques ainsi qu’un capital maté
riel et symbolique communs. Le mot civis qui dési
gnait autrefois l’habitant de la cité, n’est, pour sa part, 
qu’une appellation topographique dépourvue de signi
fication juridique (Pirenne [1971] 51-52). Bref, si l’on 
s’en tient aux seules définitions, la “Cité-Etat” n’est 
pas nécessairement conçue autour d’une ville qui en 
serait la capitale.

Sur le thème de l’Etat, la “Cité-Etat” est-elle l’illus
tration d’une variante pertinente; ce qui, différencie, 
par exemple, l’Etat athénien de l’Empire perse? Mais 
Eschyle utilise le mot polis pour désigner ce dernier! 
(Les Perses 511-2 etc, cf. infra 176 n. 121). Et vien
drait-il à l’esprit de quiconque, aujourd’hui, de 
nommer la république autonome de Kalmoukie, entre 
le Daghestan et Astrakhan, au nord-ouest de la Mer 
Caspienne, célèbre pour sa laine et son caviar, peuplée 
de quelque 350.000 habitants, dont 100.000 concen- 
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très dans la seule capitale, Elista, une “Cité-Etat”? A 
l’évidence, non!

Le mot “Cité-Etat” fait son apparition en danois, 
sous l’aspect ‘Bystat', en 1840; il est traduit en alle
mand par Stadtstaat, en anglais par city-state, en ita
lien par stato-città (Hansen [1998] 15). Son inventeur, 
J.N. Madvig, crée le terme pour désigner la ville de 
Rome au moment où, au 1er siècle avant notre ère, 
l’Italie est unifiée sous son autorité. La traduction 
française, “cité-Etat”, comme le souligne E. Lévy, 
transforme le concept d’un “Etat qui se limite à une 
ville” en “Ville qui s’est constituée en Etat”; cette tra
duction rejoint, en fait, l’intention de l’inventeur.

Pour Norbert Rouland à son tour, indépendamment 
de Madvig, le cas de Rome est probablement fonda
teur: Rome ne jaillit-elle pas du fait urbain? Cité est 
un concept juridique qui se réfère à la notion de com
munauté des citoyens et ne se confond pas avec Ville; 
cette communauté civique doit être autonome sur le 
plan économique et politique; elle possède un carac
tère exclusif: on est citoyen d’une cité déterminée; 
elle ne se confond pas avec la population résidant sur 
le territoire (Rouland [1998] 130). Mais peut-on, pour 
autant, s’interroge-t-il, parler de “Cité-Etat”? C’est un 
truisme de constater que des villes sont des centres de 
pouvoir politique !

On se propose dans les pages qui suivent, de 
décrire, autant qu’il est possible, le régime politique 
des Etats mésopotamiens de la fin du 4e millénaire et 
des deux premiers tiers du 3e. On fixe la limite supé
rieure au moment de l’invention de l’écriture, les 
sources écrites étant seules de nature à nous informer 
sur des structures étatiques.

L’urbanisation de la Mésopotamie
La première réalité objective qui soit perceptible à 
l’extrême fin du 4e millénaire et au début du 3e, est la 
forte concentration des habitants sur certains sites par
ticuliers. Le cas d’Uruk, en Mésopotamie méridio
nale, est tout à fait remarquable, même s’il est unique 
dans ses dimensions; la ville mesure 3 km de long sur 
un peu plus de 2 km de large; elle est formée, à ce 
qu’il semble, de deux petites agglomérations voisines 
et tôt réunies; la surface du tell représente 550 ha, une 
superficie qui est presque atteinte dès le début du 3e 
millénaire; à cette époque, en effet, un rempart long de 
9,5 km enferme 494 ha, avec ses neuf cents tours rec
tangulaires ou arrondies, espacées tous les 9 mètres, et 
ses portes fortifiées dont deux, seulement, ont été 
dégagées par les fouilleurs; un avant-mur, en outre, a 
été repéré par endroits. Le fait remarquable est, cepen

dant, qu’une seule agglomération ait atteint ce degré 
de gigantisme! Tous les autres établissements connus 
sont de dimensions beaucoup plus modeste.

En l’état des connaissances, il n’est à cette situation 
nulle explication satisfaisante. On invoque parfois 
l’évolution démographique, mais la population s’ac
croît-elle? La grande agglomération ferait-elle le vide 
autour d’elle, condamnant d’anciens villages à dispa
raître et accueillant une population antérieurement 
disséminée dans une pluralité d’établissements plus 
modestes? Les données qui permettraient d’assurer 
ces conclusions sont malheureusement très ténues, 
reposant sur les faiblesses des méthodes de prospec
tion. Peut-on admettre, à défaut, et pour paraphraser P. 
Vidal de la Blache, que la nature a préparé certains 
sites afin que l’homme puisse les organiser selon ses 
désirs et ses besoins? Le seul véritable problème géo
graphique est, en réalité, comme le souligne à juste 
titre Lucien Febvre, celui de l’utilisation, par 
l’homme, des possibilités que lui offre la nature; or, ce 
problème est tellement complexe qu’aucune approche 
ne peut véritablement aider à le résoudre. La sagesse 
consiste peut-être à admettre, avec M. Van De Mie- 
roop, que les villes sont apparues “spontanément” 
(Van De Mieroop [1997] 23).

La ville se définirait-elle par ses seules dimensions 
et par la densité de sa population? Depuis les travaux 
de M. Weber (1982), H. Pirenne, V.G. Childe (1964), 
ou F. Braudel (1979), tout le monde s’accorde pour 
dire que ce critère quantitatif est insuffisant. Les cri
tères sont, tout à la fois, économiques, militaires, poli
tico-administratifs et religieux. La ville abrite les 
organismes régulateurs de l’économie; elle est le lieu 
de célébration des cultes, de la tenue des marchés ou 
des assemblées judiciaires; les organes du pouvoir y 
résident; elle peut être fortifiée; elle peut s’adosser à 
un palais, à un temple ou à une forteresse; dans sa 
grande majorité, la population urbaine ne produit pas 
elle-même sa subsistance, vivant de ses activités et 
non de l’agriculture. A ces divers critères, C. 
Coquery-Virdovitch propose d’en ajouter un autre, 
culturel celui-là, la ville étant “un lieu de métissage 
des mémoires, un pôle de diffusion, de transmission 
culturelle” ([1993] 25).

Il est une autre dimension propre à la ville et qui 
s’offre peut-être comme la synthèse de toutes celles 
que l’on vient d’énoncer, l’urbanisation est un pro
cessus social, la ville signifiant, en ultime analyse, la 
diversification sociale, l’extinction des anciennes soli
darités, essentiellement familiales, leur remplacement 
par un nouveau mode de relations. Cette thèse a été 
formulée maintes fois; elle fait écho à La Cité antique 
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de Fustel de Coulanges où l’on trouve exposé, déjà, ce 
mouvement qui aurait conduit de la famille à la cité.

Fort de ces acquis théoriques, R. Mc C. Adams voit 
dans l’apparition de la ville le résultat d’une évolu
tion: l’agriculture ayant entraîné la sédentarisation, la 
société se diversifie et se hiérarchise, les individus les 
mieux placés, au premier rang desquels figurent les 
prêtres, monopolisant le pouvoir politique (Kraeling 
& Adams [I960]; Adams [1981]). Tout semble donc 
se passer comme si la concentration de populations, 
laquelle revient nécessairement à un brassage puisque 
“des hommes s’agglomèrent en nombre relativement 
important sur un espace relativement restreint” (C. 
Coquery-Virdovitch), était de nature à engendrer des 
rapports sociaux nouveaux se substituant aux rapports 
familiaux ou locaux antérieurs. Parmi beaucoup 
d’autres, J.-L. Huot est donc en mesure d’écrire, dans 
un ouvrage de synthèse et parlant de la Mésopotamie 
du 4e millénaire, que la ville est “un système d’habitat 
particulier permettant à une société complexe de 
résoudre des problèmes spécifiques”, qu’elle se carac
térise par “la diversité économique et sociale de ses 
habitants” qui ont “instauré entre eux des relations 
d'un type nouveau”. Etant admis que “les structures 
villageoises sont encore assez égalitaires” alors que la 
ville est “une concentration d’habitat dont l’organisa
tion sociale est plus complexe que celle du village”, 
l’urbanisme, parce que la “traduction dans le paysage 
de l’urbanisation”, est révélateur des modifications en 
cours; à distance des habitats pré-urbains qui n’offrent 
“qu’une juxtaposition de cellules familiales plus ou 
moins identiques”, la ville se caractérise par “les dis
continuités qualitatives dans le tissu des construc
tions” qui traduisent “une hiérarchie du statut des 
habitants”; en d’autres termes, il manque au village 
“une structure politique et sociale organisée et hiérar
chisée”, celle-là même qui est le propre de la ville et 
qui est perceptible sur le terrain. Revenant au cas 
d’Uruk, le même auteur juge que cette agglomération 
n’a pas pu ne pas jouer un rôle fondamental dans l’or
ganisation de l’ensemble de la région et dans celle 
des rapports avec les régions voisines (Huot [1990] 
24ss.).

Au témoignage de l’urbanisme s’ajoute celui des 
tombes du 3e millénaire qui semble apporter, à sa 
manière, les preuves complémentaires de la hiérarchi
sation de la société; il suffit de comparer, par exemple, 
les tombes du cimetière Jemdet Nasr d’Ur où furent 
inhumés les habitants les plus modestes de la société, 
avec celles, hors cimetière, d’Abu Salabikh où furent 
ensevelis des individus au statut élevé, ou à celles, 
dites royales, d’Ur et qui illustrent de manière specta

culaire la richesse et la puissance de l’élite dirigeante 
(Forest [1983] 130-131).

Mais les critères proposés pour définir la ville n’en 
épuisent pas la notion. Le village peut être, lui aussi, 
une personne politique ou morale, tout comme il peut 
être fortifié; en outre, il connaît nécessairement une 
politique économique. Inversement, un marché ne 
suffit pas à faire une ville. H. Pirenne va jusqu’à s’in
terroger pour savoir s’il existe des villes dans une cul
ture à base essentiellement agricole; la réponse à la 
question dépend évidemment du contenu que l’on 
donne au mot “ville”; si la ville est définie comme une 
localité dont la population se consacre exclusivement 
ou majoritairement à l’exercice du commerce et de 
l’artisanat, la réponse sera évidemment négative.

Partant, le témoignage de l’archéologie est-il suffi
sant pour établir l’existence de la ville en Mésopo
tamie? L’architecture et les pratiques funéraires pré
urbaines permettent déjà, à vrai dire, de repérer des 
inégalités sociales (Forest [1983] 130). Considérons 
donc, un bref instant, le témoignage des sources 
écrites traitant des artisans et de l’artisanat en Méso
potamie au 3e millénaire.

Dans leur grande majorité, les artisans dont nous 
avons conservé la trace sont des employés spécialisés 
qui oeuvrent dans le cadre de grands domaines institu
tionnels à dominante agricole; ils sont désignés col
lectivement sous le vocable gis.kin.ti, le terme évoque 
des personnes assignées à une tâche (Bauer [1972] 68- 
69 note i 3-4); ils travaillent dans Vé,gis.kin.ti, l’ate
lier, généralement en équipes; ils reçoivent les 
matières premières de leur employeur qui leur fournit 
également les rations alimentaires nécessaires à leur 
entretien. Il en est ainsi des forgerons, simug, des arti
sans du bois ou de l’ivoire, DUB.nagaïf des orfèvres, 
kù.dim, des foulons, aslagx, des cordiers, tùg.dux, des 
corroyeurs, asgab, des charpentiers, nagar, des 
maçons, sitim, des lapidaires, zadim, des lapicides, 
bur.gul, des potiers, baharx, et des vanniers, ad.gubs. 
Certains d’entre eux, forgerons, orfèvres, foulons, 
cordiers, corroyeurs, charpentiers, maçons, lapidaires, 
potiers ou vanniers, sont prébendés et peuvent donc 
produire eux-mêmes leur propre nourriture; un lapi
daire est même connu pour avoir exercé une fonction 
administrative, la gestion de parcelles de terre; au 
besoin, les employeurs n’hésitent pas à demander leur 
participation aux travaux agricoles, comme cet artisan 
du bois ou de l’ivoire, DUB.nagar, qui est intégré à 
une équipe de travailleurs agricoles SIG7.A à Tell 
Asmar; ailleurs, des corroyeurs sont employés à des 
travaux d’irrigation ou au transport de l’orge; ailleurs 
encore, des charpentiers, des cordiers, des potiers sont 
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chargés d’exécuter des travaux agricoles. D’autres, si 
ce ne sont les mêmes, cordiers, corroyeur ou vanniers, 
sont métayers.2

A côté de ces employés, existe-t-il des artisans éta
blis à leur propre compte et vivant de leur métier? Une 
forge et un atelier de lapicide ont été mis à jour à Tell 
Asmar, dans un quartier de maisons privées,3 et 
d’autres découvertes similaires ont été faites ailleurs. 
On est tenté de rapprocher ces témoignages archéolo
giques de celui de quelques rares textes juridiques où 
l’on découvre qu’un artisan peut posséder des biens 
fonciers. A Suruppak, le responsable d’une équipe de 
forgerons, ugula.simug, sans doute forgeron lui- 
même, apparenté à une famille possédant du bien fon
cier, est associé à la vente d’une terre patrimoniale; 
deux forgerons figurent, en outre, au nombre des 
témoins de l’acte. A Nippur, un foulon cède un champ 
à un tiers. Ailleurs, les trois fils d’un corroyeur ven
dent une terre.4

Le fait essentiel qui ressort de cette courte enquête 
est la domination du travail agricole. Petit exploitant, 
fermier, prébendé ou employé, l’artisan tire lui-même 
de la terre ses ressources et sa subsistance. La plupart 
du temps, il est un employé dans une grande exploita
tion à dominante agricole qui pourvoit à son entretien et 
exige de lui, selon les saisons et les nécessités, une par
ticipation aux travaux des champs. Bref, il ne s’adonne 
pas à la pratique exclusive de sa spécialité et n’est pas 
détaché de la production de sa propre subsistance; son 
travail d’artisan est pour le moins temporaire.

D’autre part, est-il véritablement possible d’af
firmer qu’avec l’urbanisation les solidarités ligna- 
gières ont cédé la place à un autre mode de rapports 
sociaux? Ici encore, le témoignage des rares sources 
assurées montre que la réalité est plus complexe que 
la théorie ne le laisse supposer. On a vu, déjà, à 
Suruppak, la présence simultanée, lors de l’aliénation 
d’un bien foncier patrimonial, d’un responsable d’une 
équipe de forgerons et de deux forgerons; ils ont de 
grandes chances d’appartenir au même groupe local. 
Semblablement, toujours à Suruppak, un potier 
acquiert une maison, alors que deux potiers figurent 
parmi les témoins de l’acte.5 D’autres sources plus 
récentes, elles datent de la seconde moitié du 3e millé
naire, nous enseignent que deux corroyeurs sont 
frères, qu’un père et son fils sont charpentiers ou que 
le fils d’un foulon épouse la fille d’un autre foulon.6 
Bref, sous les solidarités corporatives qui se révèlent 
progressivement, les solidarités familiales demeurent 
vivaces. L’étude des villes modernes d’Asie centrale 
met, du reste, en évidence le même phénomène: les 
gens transplantés à la ville reconstituent des groupes 

de même origine, unis par des relations de solidarité et 
d’endogamie; ils tendent, certes, à se muer en des 
réseaux clientélistes dans les domaines économique et 
politique (Roy [1991] 20ss).

Il apparaît donc que, si ville il y a, en Mésopotamie, 
aux 4e et 3e millénaires, celle-ci, à l’image des villes 
du moyen âge européen, s’ouvre amplement sur la 
campagne environnante dont elle dépend, du reste, 
pour son approvisionnement, une campagne qui 
représente, en outre, selon le mot de Max Weber, l’es
pace naturel de vente pour la plupart des artisanats 
urbains; le procès d’échanges locaux, enfin, trouve 
dans le marché urbain un de ses débouchés normaux 
(Weber [1982] 27).

A ce stade de l’enquête, on peut s’interroger pour 
savoir si ville est un concept clef en Mésopotamie 
ancienne. La terminologie mésopotamienne n’aide 
guère à préciser les choses. Le mot sumérien uru,1 
comme son correspondant akkadien âlu, communé
ment traduits par “ville”, désignent tout habitat 
humain à l’exception d’une maison isolée et peuvent 
s’entendre d’une agglomération de la taille d’Uruk, 
possiblement fortifiée, comme du plus modeste des 
hameaux. Le contraste entre ville et campagne est 
habituellement exprimé par les termes uru, “ville”, et 
d.dam, “campagne”; mais ces mêmes mots peuvent 
être usités dans un sens complémentaire comme dans 
la succession syntaxique uru mas.gána d.dam, “ville, 
village et habitation”, ils disent alors la totalité des 
agglomérations et établissements habités.8 Un docu
ment de l’époque d’Akkadé (23e-22e siècles) évoque 
la distribution aux nouveaux conquérants, sur le terri
toire du royaume de Lagas, d’immenses domaines 
fonciers; la surface des terres concernées est proche 
des 1600 km2; or, l’inscription précise qu’elle com
prend 17 uru.sag et 8 mas.ga.na.sag, “17 villes princi
pales” (au sens propre, sag signifiant “tête”, une tra
duction “ville capitale” serait plus à sa place) et “8 vil
lages principaux”.9

Nonobstant ces imprécisions lexicales, lorsque 
apparaissent les premières inscriptions royales, les 
monarques choisissent de désigner les royaumes 
qu’ils gouvernent du nom de leur capitale: ainsi A- 
kalam-du est-il roi d’Ur,10 ou MEbarasi roi de Kis 
(Edzard [1958] 9), etc. A la fin du 3e millénaire, les 
historiographes considèrent que le régime politique 
que les dieux ont légué aux hommes est de type 
monarchique et que cette monarchie revendique d’être 
manifestée en un lieu, une ville. La chronique de la 
monarchie une, où cette doctrine est explicitée, 
affirme le principe de l’unicité de la monarchie, la 
Mésopotamie étant considérée comme n’ayant jamais 
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formé qu’un seul royaume avec une seule capitale. 
Elle en assène la démonstration de façon magistrale 
en montrant que, le mouvement de l’histoire étant 
identifié à une succession de cycles de durée variable, 
le pouvoir royal passe de ville en ville, chacune étant à 
tour de rôle le dépositaire unique de l’institution qui 
était descendue du ciel. La même chronique se livre à 
une description sommaire de l’humanité primitive 
encore ignorante de l’institution royale mais qui a déjà 
adopté la ville pour résidence et le citadinité pour 
mode de vie (Glassner [1993a] 74s).

“Ville” est un ensemble chargé de sens, composé 
d’un groupe d’unités résidentielles et de production. 
On devine, étant donné la nouvelle répartition de la 
population que, pour partie d’entre elle au moins, elle 
est transplantée du village à la ville où elle constitue 
des groupes unis par des relations de solidarité, d’en
dogamie ou de clientélisme et qui se reconnaissent par 
leur origine géographique. Uru exprime en sumérien 
ce système trop complexe pour pouvoir être dévoilé 
d’un mot de façon claire; il est, aux yeux des Mésopo
tamiens, le repère fixe auquel s’attache par excellence 
la notion d’identité. Dans la tensón du Dattier et du 
Tamaris il est rappelé que les dieux avaient bâti des 
villes pour une antique humanité; la légende d’Etana 
avait pour titre “les dieux dessinèrent la ville”.

Dans certaines inscriptions du 24e siècle, d’autres 
dénominations viennent, cependant, remplacer les 
noms des capitales; ainsi En-sakus-ana, réputé roi 
d’Uruk selon la chronique de la monarchie une, porte- 
t-il les titres d’en.Ki.en.gi lugal.Kalam.ma (Cooper 
[1980] 115), “seigneur de Ki’engi et roi de Kalama”; 
quant à Lugal-kinise-dudu, un autre roi d’Uruk selon 
une version de la même chronique, il est dit de lui, 
dans une de ses propres inscriptions, que le dieu Enlil 
a réuni à son intention nam.en nam.lugal.da, “la qua
lité d’en avec celle de roi”, afin qu’il exerce Unufga 
nam.en (...) Urik'.m[a] nam.lugal, “la seigneurie à 
Uruk et (...) la royauté à Ur” (Cooper [1980] 116s). 
On peut déduire de ces deux exemples que le royaume 
d’Uruk porte le nom de Ki’engi, celui d’Ur de Kalam. 
Kalam est un substantif qui signifie “pays”, et qui fait 
référence, tout à la fois, à la surface du sol et à la 
population qui l’occupe; le royaume d’Ur est consi
déré comme le “pays” par excellence, un pays qui se 
situe, comme il se doit, au centre du monde! (Glassner 
[1984] 24). Ki’engi est le nom au moyen duquel les 
Sumériens désignent eux-mêmes leur propre pays, 
celui de Sumer, mais ce sens n’est attesté, à vrai dire, 
qu’à partir du dernier tiers du 3e millénaire;11 c’est, en 
fait, un territoire qui englobe la ville de Nippur, qui 
peut être subdivisé en petits royaumes indépendants 

(Ur, Larsa, Umma, Zabalam, Ki.dingira, mentionnés 
par Lugal-zagesi) mais dont la capitale, une fois 
unifié, peut être Uruk;12 antérieurement au 24e siècle, 
il peut désigner, banalement, un toponyme.13

La ville, comme établissement permanent, est donc 
bien présente dans l’imaginaire des Sumériens comme 
dans la réalité. Une question, cependant, reste en sus
pens. Apparemment, les royaumes sont désignés par 
le nom de leur capitale, entendons la ville la plus 
importante du pays, celle où réside le pouvoir poli
tique, celle où il engrange ses richesses et ses trésors. 
Mais regardons de plus près le royaume de Lagas, le 
seul dont nous connaissons un tant soit peu la topo
graphie et la toponymie. Une triade divine est au 
sommet du panthéon politique de l’Etat, elle est com
posée par le dieu Ningirsu flanqué de deux déesses, 
Nanse et Baba; la première est sa soeur, la seconde 
son épouse.14 Ningirsu, comme son nom l’indique, est 
le seigneur de Girsu; sa soeur, Nanse, est la déesse de 
Nimin (Bauer [1998] 438-439); quant à Baba, elle est 
vénérée, principalement, dans un temple nommé 
ETARsirsir et qui se trouve à Uruku, “la ville sainte”, 
soit Girsu ou une ville située à proximité; en aucun 
cas Uruku ne peut désigner la ville de Lagas (Selz 
[1995] 26, note 73). Bref, on se trouve en présence 
d'une triade divine détentrice du pouvoir suprême 
mais qui ignore la ville de Lagas. Certes, on sait que 
Girsu est, à partir d’une date inconnue, la résidence 
royale; il n’empêche, le fait est troublant, puisque la 
capitale du royaume, explicitement désignée comme 
étant Lagas, n’est pas représentée dans cette triade.

On peut donc s’interroger sur ce point: entre la divi
nité et le roi, une certaine représentation en miroir 
existe; toutefois, le royaume d’un dieu (espace sym
bolique potentiellement extensible à la terre entière 
mais plus concrètement défini par un centre de culte) 
correspond-il exactement au royaume territorial, aux 
frontières fluctuantes d’un royaume à une période his
torique donnée, un royaume dont le monarque est en 
outre pris dans un réseau de relations avec une multi
plicité de divinités et de temples?

L’exemple de l’Etat de Lagas le montre, la constitu
tion du royaume ne découle pas nécessairement d’un 
fait urbain. En outre, les villes sumériennes existent 
en réseau et ne sont pas des fondations isolées. En 
somme, qui dit ville en Mésopotamie, dit réseau de 
villes et d’habitats aux dimensions variables.15 Cette 
conclusion pouvait déjà être induite de l’étude du site 
d’Uruk. L’étendue des terres cultivées représente, de 
façon schématique, un cercle d’un rayon de 14 km 
(Maisels [1993] 141-2), or on estime que la distance 
potentiellement parcourue pour aller de son domicile
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Fig 1. Carte. Mésopotamie du sud. 
Les toponymes soulignés sont les 
noms des villes capitales d’états.

à son lieu de travail est au maximum de 2,8 km. Il y a 
donc nécessairement d’autres installations autour de 
la ville d’Uruk, installations où vit une partie de la 
population et qui servent de relais au pouvoir et à l’ad
ministration. D’un mot, comme il a été observé à plu
sieurs reprises par le passé, l’organisation de l’espace 
ressemble à un dispositif ramifié, formé d’enclaves 
locales, villes de seconde importance, bourgs ou vil
lages, intégrés autant qu’ils sont au moyen de fonc
tions administratives émanant d’Uruk, autrement dit 
du centre.16 L’idée est empruntée à la théorie de la 
“place centrale” chère aux géographes et selon 
laquelle il peut être assigné à chaque habitat une posi
tion dans une hiérarchie fondée sur le nombre de com
munautés de second rang qu’elle dessert. L’Etat de 
Lagas, mieux connu, comporte, outre les trois villes 
principales déjà mentionnées, un grand nombre de 
bourgs et villages que nous savons, fût-ce de manière 
approximative, situer sur une carte.17

Les régimes politiques 
Le mythe de la cité-temple
L’émergence de la ville témoigne de celle d’un pou
voir organisateur qui y réside. Son histoire épouse 

celle de l’Etat qui s’y épanouit. Telle est la vision des 
événements sur laquelle on s’accorde très générale
ment, à quelques nuances près, et qui a été proposée 
en son temps par V. G. Childe (1964). Selon lui, à la 
charnière des 4e et 3e millénaires, les sociétés 
humaines établies en Mésopotamie ne se présentent 
plus comme de banales communautés rurales, mais 
comme de véritables Etats, groupant des fonctions 
aussi variées que celles de princes, prêtres, scribes, 
fonctionnaires, artisans et soldats, tous retirés du sec
teur de la production agraire. La production domes
tique des villages primitifs ne suffit plus, désormais, à 
subvenir aux besoins des castes nouvelles, le surplus 
de la production agraire n’allant plus uniquement à 
l’obtention de produits étrangers, mais étant destiné 
également à l’entretien de spécialistes.

A cette mutation, un seul modèle explicatif a été 
proposé selon lequel l’autorité doit être détenue par 
les prêtres qui desservent les temples.18 Ceux-ci 
jouent donc le rôle de catalyseurs. Ne dominent-ils 
pas la ville, qui s’est cristallisée autour d’eux, de leur 
masse imposante? Ne contrôlent-ils pas le grand com
merce? A la tête de grands domaines ne sont-ils pas 
les seuls à être en mesure de produire des surplus? 
Quant aux prêtres, ne sont-ils pas les premiers à 
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échapper à la production de leur subsistance? N’est-ce 
pas avec eux qu’est introduite la diversification 
sociale? On serait donc en présence, selon les uns, 
d’une “théocratie primitive”, selon les autres, d’une 
“seigneurie ecclésiastique”, un modèle dont le pou
voir royal ne se serait affranchi que de façon progres
sive. La première Cité-Etat serait une cité-temple 
avec, à sa tête, un “roi-prêtre”.

La thèse fut élaborée au Vatican dans les années qui 
suivirent la première guerre mondiale par le suméro- 
logue A. Deimel sur la foi des archives de la ville de 
Girsu, située sur le territoire de l’Etat de Lagas;19 elle 
fut rendue publique par A. Schneider (1920) avant 
même que d’avoir été éditée et énoncée par son 
auteur. Elle peut se résumer comme suit. Le régime 
des pluies étant insuffisant, l’agriculture n’est pos
sible, dans le sud mésopotamien, qu’à la condition d’y 
organiser l’irrigation. Lorsque les Sumériens s’établi
rent dans cette région aride, il leur fallut élaborer, puis 
entretenir, un ample réseau d’irrigation qui couvrait 
toute la plaine. Dans ce but, le recours au travail de 
tous se révélait indispensable. Or, ce travail collectif 
ne pouvait être exigé et accompli qu’à la condition 
que la terre fût la propriété des dieux et non celle des 
personnes privées ou des familles. Dans le cas de 
Lagas, une vingtaine de temples se partageaient la 
totalité de la terre. Tous ces temples étaient groupés et 
hiérarchisés; ils avaient, à leur tête, le temple du dieu 
poliade, dirigé par le prince de la cité. Ce dernier rem
plissait le rôle de chef, dirigeant les travaux collectifs 
auxquels étaient solidairement astreints tous les 
temples. Cependant, cet ordre théocratique fut pro
gressivement rompu au moyen d’un important mou
vement de sécularisation au profit de familles sacer
dotales ou princières. A la fin du 3e millénaire, une 
organisation étatique omniprésente, un roi placé à sa 
tête, remplaça le temple dans ses fonctions.

L’assyriologue A. Falkenstein proposa en 1954 une 
version modifiée et amplifiée de la même thèse.20 
Selon lui, le modèle de la cité-temple caractérisait 
l’Etat sumérien de la première moitié du 3e millénaire. 
Après une parenthèse akkadienne (vers 2300-2100), 
marquée par le développement d’un pouvoir royal dis
socié de la prêtrise et des temples, ce modèle sera 
remplacé par un système étatiste, puissamment cen
tralisé, celui de l’Empire d’Ur (vers 2100-2000). Les 
temples étaient au coeur de la cité. Uniques proprié
taires du sol aux origines, ils le restèrent en toutes cir
constances de la plus grande part. Leur situation était 
d’autant plus centrale que les relations commerciales 
avec l’étranger étaient en majeure partie effectuées 
par les soins de leurs agents et qu’ils disposaient de la 

totalité de la main d’oeuvre. La responsabilité de la 
direction d’un temple incombait à un prêtre, sanga', 
dans le cas du dieu poliade, le roi occupait lui-même 
cette fonction de direction. Mais sa position subit, 
dans le système, un certain nombre de mutations 
importantes. A un moment donné, un prêtre spécial, 
chargé des fonctions cultuelles, fit son apparition. Le 
souverain aurait-il cherché à s’affranchir du temple? 
L’apparition du palais dans la texture urbaine signale
rait alors cette volonté. L’histoire de la cité-temple 
serait donc celle de la progressive séparation entre 
autorité religieuse et autorité politique.

C’est une autre vision des premiers moments de 
l'histoire mésopotamienne que proposa l’assyriologue 
Th. Jacobsen en 1943 ([1943] 159-172), une vision 
qu’il précisa et développa en 1957 (91-140). En peu 
de mots, le mouvement de l’histoire peut se résumer 
comme le passage progressif d’un régime de “démo
cratie primitive” à un “pouvoir autocratique”. Dans le 
premier cas, le pouvoir était entre les mains d’une 
assemblée des hommes libres laquelle déléguait, en 
cas de crise et selon la nature de celle-ci, une part 
d’autorité, pour un temps donné, à un personnage par
ticulier, “roi” ou “vicaire”, chargé de résoudre les dif
ficultés à surmonter; ce personnage était élu par l’as
semblée qui avait aussi pouvoir de le démettre. Ce 
régime d’assemblée ne fut pas uniquement en vigueur 
au plan local; il dut exister une assemblée de Sumer. 
Le pouvoir autocratique naquit du fait des ambitions 
de certains individus qui visèrent à conserver le pou
voir qui ne leur avait été dévolu que temporairement. 
En d’autres termes, le mouvement consista à concen
trer le pouvoir entre un nombre aussi réduit que pos
sible de personnes. Le “roi” devint, de façon hérédi
taire, le détenteur du pouvoir exécutif et judiciaire 
ainsi que l’administrateur du principal temple de la 
cité, à savoir le complexe économique le plus impor
tant de l’Etat.

Dans un premier temps, le modèle de la cité-temple 
sumérienne fut largement admis par tous les spécia
listes. Certains, comme H. Frankfort (1948), cherchè
rent à concilier dans une perspective diachronique les 
opinions d’A. Deimel et de Th. Jacobsen. La royauté 
serait née sous la pression des circonstances, l’obliga
tion de faire face à des crises au sein de groupes où 
l’institution politique habituelle était une assemblée 
des hommes libres. H. Frankfort observa que plu
sieurs personnages pouvaient prétendre à la direction 
des affaires de la cité, aux côtés du “roi” élu; il s’agis
sait du grand-prêtre, sanga.mah, ou du “gouverneur”, 
ensi, le pouvoir dépendant de la volonté divine et la 
société formant un “organisme socio-religieux” ou 
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“communauté de temple”. De même que la “commu
nauté de temple” était la propriété d’un dieu, la cité 
était la possession du dieu poliade dont le grand-prêtre 
remplissait les fonctions de “gouverneur” investi 
d’une charge permanente. En conclusion, l’institution 
de la démocratie primitive ne pouvant faire face à un 
certain nombre de situations, le gouvernement des 
cités-Etats échut entre les mains du roi, du grand- 
prêtre ou du gouverneur. Dès l’époque proto-dynas
tique, l’un ou l’autre de ces personnages s’était établi 
en maître dans chacune des cités-Etats existantes.

Les premières critiques à l’encontre du modèle vin
rent du linguiste et assyriologue I.M. Diakonoff, en 
1952 et 1959.21 L’éminent savant soviétique réfuta les 
arguments d’A. Deimel à propos de la propriété de la 
terre et contesta l’affirmation selon laquelle toute la 
terre était propriété divine, car il ressort des textes que 
la propriété privée existait. La même critique fut for
mulée, en 1969, par l’assyriologue américain I.J. Gelb 
qui souligna à son tour l’existence de la propriété 
privée.22 Sans rejeter, pour autant, la thèse d’A. 
Deimel, I.J. Gelb suggéra que l’on avait trop hâtive
ment étendu à l’ensemble de la Mésopotamie ce qui 
n’était, à dire vrai, qu’un fait ponctuel caractéristique 
de la seule cité-Etat de Lagas. A dater de ce moment, 
les certitudes furent ébranlées et il est difficile de 
caractériser d’un mot la recherche qui fut conduite au 
cours de la décade qui suivit. C’est au constat d’une 
situation bloquée que se résignait l’assyriologue D.O. 
Edzard lorsqu’il soulignait le caractère noétique des 
sources et remarquait qu’après trois générations, il 
n’était encore qu’un seul modèle pour servir de point 
de départ pour une interprétation des faits, un modèle 
contre lequel, pourtant, une mise en garde sévère avait 
été prononcée ([1974] 149).

Depuis les années 1980, les critiques se font plus 
radicales. Celles de B.R. Foster ([1981] 225-241) 
reposent sur deux points. Reprenant et amplifiant, 
d’une part, l’importante démonstration de K. Mae- 
kawa ([1973-74] 77-144), il montre que l’é.munus 
était la propriété de la reine de Lagas et que ce 
domaine ne fut la propriété de la déesse Baba que par 
la volonté du dernier roi de Lagas, Irikagina. Les 
archives de Girsu n’étant plus celles d’un temple, 
l’unique source qui avait servi à étayer la thèse de la 
cité-temple disparaît! Enfin, fort des travaux qu’il 
avait accomplis dans tout l’Irak, R. Mc C. Adams 
montre qu’il n’existait pas, à haute époque, de réseaux 
d’irrigation à grande échelle, que de petits ouvrages et 
un contrôle local suffisaient à organiser l’irrigation, et 
que la nécessité d’une centralisation administrative et 
politique n’était pas, alors, à l’ordre du jour.23

Le modèle élaboré par A. Deimel, peu après la pre
mière guerre mondiale, sur la foi de documents exclu
sivement épigraphiques, désormais revisité par des 
érudits à l’écoute de l’archéologie et de l’anthropo
logie, peut donc être considéré comme ayant vécu. Sa 
genèse s’inscrit dans la recherche du 19e siècle; elle 
s’inspire indéniablement de l’oeuvre de N.-D. Fustel 
de Coulanges (1864) où l’on trouve exposé, déjà, la 
vision de la cité comme une entité religieuse: “la cité 
est pour ainsi dire une église; la ville, un temple; les 
lois et le droit, une religion; les magistrats, des 
prêtres”; le roi y remplissait toutes les fonctions sacer
dotales jusqu’au jour où, trop occupé à faire la guerre, 
il institua les prêtres pour le remplacer. A. Deimel, à 
l’instar de Fustel de Coulanges, fonde en réalité l’ori
gine de la cité sur le religieux afin d’en mieux évincer 
le politique qui ne surgit que tardivement, la monar
chie apparaissant comme un produit de la cité-temple 
dont elle pervertit les institutions et à laquelle, en 
ultime analyse, elle met un terme.24 Au mieux, la cité- 
temple peut-elle apparaître comme une ébauche ou un 
embryon d’Etat.25

Enfin, si le caractère religieux de la royauté ne 
laisse pas de doute, on ne voit pas que le monarque 
mésopotamien ait exercé, dans la première moitié du 
3e millénaire, ès qualité, une quelconque fonction de 
prêtre. Le geste du vieux roi de Kis Me.salim qui 
consiste à accomplir, dans le temple d’Inanna à Adab, 
le rite du burgu, cérémonie au cours de laquelle des 
vases, vraisemblablement remplis de nourriture et de 
boisson, sont offerts à la divinité, ne vient nullement 
contredire la portée de cette conclusion; la cérémonie 
manifeste banalement la dévotion toute naturelle d’un 
souverain envers une divinité.26

Les certitudes étant ébranlées, c’est au constat 
d’une situation bloquée qu’il faut se résigner (Edzard 
[1974] 141-149). La recherche est, aujourd’hui, déso
rientée, le sujet lui-même n’est plus abordé. Lorsqu’il 
est traité, les auteurs se satisfont d’une description qui 
mêle avec plus ou moins d’adresse les positions de 
Th. Jacobsen et de H. Frankfort.27 Tout en admettant 
que le rôle des temples avait été surévalué et que la 
cité-temple est un mythe moderne, ils n’en admettent 
pas moins que le temple, entendu comme une unité 
économique et non une entité religieuse, joua le rôle 
de catalyseur dans le mouvement d’urbanisation de la 
Mésopotamie. Ils postulent qu’au début de l’urbanisa
tion il n’y avait ni prêtrise spécialisée ni personnel 
politique, mais une élite sociale placée au sommet de 
la hiérarchie, qui s’appuyait sur des valeurs reli
gieuses pour accroître son pouvoir, qui était garante 
de l’ordre établi et qui gérait et administrait.
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C’est un tout autre aspect de la question qu’aborde 
H.J. Nissen ([1982] 195-200). Le schéma de la cité- 
temple serait apparu comme une réaction locale face 
aux efforts de certains souverains qui cherchaient à 
constituer de vastes Etats “supranationaux” puissam
ment centralisés; il ne put être mis en application que 
pendant un laps de temps fort court au-delà duquel il 
eût posé de graves problèmes d’organisation sociale.

S’il est vrai que, alentour 2350 ou 2300, le roi de 
Lagas Irikagina place les palais de Girsu sous l’auto
rité des principales divinités du panthéon local,28 son 
geste est, cependant, à rapprocher d’autres actes 
contemporains: des allocations de terres appartenant 
au temple de la déesse Inanna à Zabalam sont faites 
aux gouverneurs, ensi, des villes de Nippur et d’Adab, 
E’ iginimpa e ainsi qu’au prêtre lù.mah d’Uruk par le 
roi Lugal.zagesi d’Uruk (Powell [1978] passim); à 
Adab, Vensi.GAR, on ne sait s’il s’agit d’un titre royal 
ou de celui d'un dignitaire,29 peut puiser, es qualité, 
dans les greniers des temples.30

En réalité, la portée et le sens véritables de ces 
gestes nous échappent. Il n’est sans doute pas 
dépourvu d’intérêt de souligner, cependant, qu’au 
moment où Irikagina de Lagas installe les dieux dans 
les biens des rois et de leur famille, Lugal.zagesi et 
E’iginimpa’e agissent exactement à l’opposé.

La tentation théocratique aurait-elle été le fait d’une 
réaction autochtone face aux efforts de certains souve
rains qui cherchaient à constituer, au cours du 24e 
siècle, de vastes Etats puissamment centralisés et 
englobant plusieurs états antérieurement indépen
dants, comme le pense H. Nissen? Serait-elle le fait 
d’un pouvoir local faible ou résulterait-elle d’un choix 
contre le pouvoir et contre l’Etat cher à Marcel Gau- 
chet? On ne saurait le dire.

Le dossier est donc à reconsidérer, à l’abri de tout 
présupposé d’ordre idéologique, philosophique ou 
politique. A défaut de proposer un nouveau modèle, 
on souhaite se tenir, dans les pages qui suivent, à l’ex
posé de quelques faits ponctuels.

Une assemblée politique
L’existence d’une assemblée dépositaire du pouvoir 
politique n’est guère attestée en Mésopotamie où l’as
semblée au pouvoir juridictionnel est, par contre, une 
institution bien connue,31 même si aucun document 
n’en décrit la composition, les procédures ou les lieux 
de réunion. Toutefois, à l’époque paléo-assyrienne, 
l’Assyrie est gouvernée par un roi et, à ses côtés, par 
une assemblée investie d’un pouvoir politique, 
puhrum, composée d’anciens, sïbütu (Larsen [1976] 

170ss). Semblablement, la documentation paléo
babylonienne de Mari informe de l’existence, en cer
tains Etats syriens, d’une autre assemblée, tâtamum, 
où sont discutées les affaires juridiques, économiques 
et politiques; un tel tâtamum qui réunit des notables 
qualifiés du titre de EN, est connu à Ebla au 3e millé
naire.32

S’appuyant sur des textes mythologiques et épiques 
à défaut de sources historiques contemporaines, Th. 
Jacobsen avait cru pouvoir reconstituer, on l’a vu, un 
régime politique qu’il avait désigné sous le nom de 
“démocratie primitive”, un régime qui aurait précédé 
la monarchie et au sein duquel les affaires publiques 
auraient été aux mains d’une assemblée.33 La recons
truction des institutions les plus anciennes à partir de 
sources littéraires récentes est, cependant, suspecte à 
plus d’un titre. On sait notamment, aujourd’hui, que 
les historiens sumériens du 21e siècle à la solde d’un 
roi d’Uruk imaginent une humanité primitive igno
rante de la monarchie et où chacun participe à la prise 
de décision (Glassner [1993a] 75, 87-88). En aucune 
façon, ces sources ne constituent donc des preuves de 
l’existence réelle de telles assemblées.

Il n’empêche, l’assemblée, unkin en sumérien, 
existe. Le mot lui-même est attesté dès le moment où 
l’écriture est inventée; l’étymologie en est possible
ment *un-kin, “gens réunis” (Durand [1989] 39). Des 
allusions éparses à Tunkin ou au kingal, “chef de l’as
semblée”, se rencontrent dans les rares archives de la 
première moitié du 3e millénaire. Mais elles sont 
silencieuses quant à la fonction et la composition de 
ces assemblées.

On trouve au moins deux allusions, cependant, à 
des assemblées politiques dans une inscription royale 
de Narâm-Sîn (vers 2200) où ce roi commémore sa 
victoire sur la révolte de ses Etats et son élévation au 
rang de ilum Akkadë, “divinité d’Akkadé”;34 l’une se 
laisse découvrir lorsqu’il est écrit que urukl-su (...) i- 
târ-su-ni-is-ma (...) ib-ni-ù, “sa ville exprimèrent pour 
lui le souhait (...) et construisirent”, expression où 
âlum, qui est un substantif au singulier, est le sujet de 
deux verbes, erâsum et banâjum, notés au pluriel; le 
même phénomène se rencontre ailleurs, notamment 
dans un texte paléo-assyrien de Cappadoce où âlum 
est à l’évidence, toujours par métonymie, utilisé pour 
désigner les sïbütu, “les anciens” (Larsen [1976] 
163); dans le cas de l’inscription de Narâm-Sîn, on 
ignore à quelle institution précise le terme âlum fait 
allusion, mais la présence d’anciens, sïbütu ou 
ab.ba.uru, est amplement attestée par les textes de la 
pratique tout au long du 3e millénaire.

Le second passage, il s’agit de l’élévation des chefs 
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rebelles au rang royal, est plus obscur; il s’énonce 
lugal-ri su-ut i-sï-<ù>-nim, “les rois qu’ils avaient 
portés (à la royauté)”, et ne se laisse décrypter qu’une 
fois comparé à d’autres extraits d’inscriptions du 
même Narâm-Sîn, ainsi: [in Kisikl] xIp-hur-Kisi sar- 
rux-sùm i-siii-ù ù in Unuk' Amar.gírid sar-rux-sûm-ma 
i-sin-ù, “[A Kis], ils (= les rebelles) portèrent Iphur- 
Kis à la royauté et à Uruk ils (= les rebelles) portèrent 
Amar.Girid à la royauté”; ou: sar-ri-si-in su-ut in ra- 
m[a-x]-at i-[sin-ù-nim], “leurs rois qu’ils avaient 
[portés (à la royauté]... ”;35 on rapprochera également 
ces deux extraits d’un texte scolaire paléo-akkadien 
où l’on peut lire encore: [... kùl-la(?)]-si-in lp-hur- 
Kisikl [a]-pu-na na-sin-nim, “en outre, [les... ] dans 
leur [totalité(?)] portèrent Iphur-Kis (à la royauté)”, 
ainsi que de deux sources paléo-babyloniennes 
contant la grande révolte contre Narâm-Sîn: Kisiki ip- 
hu-ur-ma Ip-hu-u.r-Kisikl (...) a-na sa[r]-ru-timlvar. 
(nam.)lugal is-su-ma/var.is-su-ni-[i]s-su, “Kis se ras
sembla et porta Iphur-Kis (...) à la royauté”.36 Ici 
encore le nom de la ville est associé à un verbe au plu
riel; en outre, l’expression idiomatique sarrüssum37 
des inscriptions paléo-akkadiennes est rendue par la 
formule plus intelligible ana sarrütim. On voit claire
ment que le roi rebelle est élu par une assemblée 
dépositrice d’un pouvoir politique.

On trouve deux allusions supplémentaires à une 
semblable procédure dans les inscriptions royales pré- 
sargoniques de Lagas. Il est dit d’Enmetena qu’un 
dieu dont le nom est perdu dans une lacune de l’ins
cription, mais il doit nécessairement s’agir de Nin- 
girsu, [(...) sà.l]ù.3.600.ta [su].ni ba.ta.[dabs].ha.a, 
“le sélectionna au sein d’une multitude”, ou d’Irika- 
gina que Ningirsu nam.lugal.Lagasak> e.na.sum.ma.a, 
lui “avait confié la royauté de Lagas”, sà.lu.36.000.ta 
u.ni e.ma.ta.dabs.ba.a, “l’ayant sélectionné au sein 
d’une multitude”.38

Enmetena est un membre de la dynastie fondée par 
Ur.Nanse; il est le petit-fils d’Akurgal, le fils d’En- 
anatum Ier auquel il succède sur le trône; Irikagina, par 
contre, est un homme nouveau; il est remarquable que 
l’un et l’autre font appel à cette même procédure de 
sélection par le dieu, procédure où il faut voir une 
élection par une assemblée et non point une désigna
tion par le dieu au moyen d’un présage. Le choix au 
moyen des présages est exprimé tout à fait différem
ment, comme le montre un passage d’une inscription 
d’Ur.Nanse où il est annoncé qu'“il a choisi par les 
présages Ur.nimin comme époux de Nanse”, Ur.nimin 
dam:dNanse mas bi.pàd9

En conclusion, tout concorde à montrer que des 
assemblées investies de pouvoirs politiques ont existé, 

anciennement, en Mésopotamie et en Syrie. Un ultime 
indice se trouve encore dans l’étude de l’organisation 
sociale de la cité.

Une poignée de documents juridiques du 3e millé
naire antérieurs à la 3e dynastie d’Ur témoigne, en 
effet, de l’existence de groupes familiaux ou locaux 
très amples, constitutifs de ce que l’on peut appeler 
des groupes de gérance qui vivent des ressources des 
terres qu’ils exploitent en commun et qui leur assurent 
la nourriture et l’entretien.40 Très habituellement, ces 
groupes sont gérés collégialement par un groupe de 
personnes parfois désignées comme lugal, lugal.gàna, 
“lugal du champ”, ou lugal.é, “lugal de la mai
sonnée”, lugal ne désignant pas celui qui possède un 
bien mais celui qui détient la plus haute autorité sur 
les hommes à l’intérieur d’un groupe familial ou 
local, ayant un droit de préemption sur une partie de la 
production et l’obligation concomitante de se montrer 
généreux envers ses subordonnés.

Ces maisonnées, é en sumérien ou bîtum en akka
dien, sont associées en groupes de voisinage nommés 
im.ru.a, un terme dont le sens premier paraît avoir été 
“espace”.41 Le mot désigne un groupement de type 
familial ou local, uni par l’affinité et les intérêts éco
nomiques et symboliques; on y reconnaît, en toute 
logique, les groupes de gérance. Il est documenté par 
les archives de Suruppak où l’on voit certains 
membres de ces groupements recrutés par un domaine 
institutionnel, un é.gai.42 Dans une inscription de 
Gudéa de Lagas (vers 2100) commémorant la 
construction du nouveau temple du dieu poliade, le 
dieu Ningirsu, ce prince évoque les noms des popula
tions locales qui sont appelées à contribuer aux tra
vaux; elles forment trois im.ru.a; l’un, im.ru.a 
dNin.gir.su.ka, “imrua de Ningirsu”, vient de la plaine 
vouée à l’élevage du gros bétail; le second, im.ru.a 
dNanse.ka, “imrua de Nanse”, de la région des marais, 
au bord de la mer; le troisième, im.ru.a dInanna.ka, 
“imrua d’Inanna”, de l’aire des jardins et des cultures 
maraîchères.43

Bref, on voit que les maisonnées et les groupes de 
voisinage sont communément dirigés par un groupe 
d’individus, les lugal, qui sont autant de notables dans 
la ville. La population d’une cité mésopotamienne est 
composée d’un nombre variable (Tim.ru.a; Gudéa en 
mentionne trois à Lagas; un document de Suruppak en 
mentionne sept. L’expression “fils”, dumu/marum, 
de la ville, uru, paraît désigner l’ensemble des habi
tants d’une ville ou de l’Etat homonyme; en réalité, on 
ne sait si ce terme de “dumu” s’entend véritablement 
de tous les “habitants” ou des seuls “citoyens”, pour 
utiliser un splendide anachronisme, susceptibles de 
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participer, d’une manière ou d’une autre, à la prise de 
décisions, les autres étant désignés comme lù.durun, 
“hommes demeurant à”.44

Au 4e millénaire, un document lexicographique, 
une liste de fonctions et de métiers dite LÚA, constitue 
une mine d’informations sur la société.45 Plus d’une 
trentaine des titres ou noms de métiers qui y figurent 
étant documentés par les textes de la pratique, elle 
n’est pas une pure abstraction.

Elle s’ouvre sur une série de titres dans la graphie 
desquels entre le signe NAM', le premier est 
SITA.GIS.NÀM; les autres s’énumèrent NÁM:HÚB, 
NÁM:DI, NÁM:NÁM, NÁM.URU, NÁM.ERIN, 
NÁM.APIN, SE+NÁM et NÁM.PA.RAD. Nul lien 
autre que graphique, la présence récurrente du même 
signe NAM, n’explique leur regroupement: 
NÁM:NÁM peut n’être qu’un pluriel; SE+NÁM, peut- 
être à lire susx, désigne une personne s’occupant de 
bétail;46 NÀM:PA:RAD est peut-être à interpréter 
comme ugula NAM.RAD, “chef des N.”, voire ugula 
RAD, le signe NAM pouvant être omis.47 Quant aux 
autres, on ignore les lectures de NAM.HUB et 
NAM:Dl qui font référence à des dignitaires impliqués 
dans des activités religieuses; peut-être faut-il distin
guer entre plusieurs fonctions homonymes, comme 
dans le cas de NÁM:HÚB:NUN et NÁM:HÚB:KISAL.

Considérons le terme S1TA:GIS:NAM, souvent lu 
namesda (Green & Nissen [1987] no. 387). Les 
sources lexicographiques plus tardives hésitent sur sa 
lecture, proposant soit une valeur esda, soit une valeur 
Z9.48 Esda ou sita désignant clairement une “masse 
d’armes”, W.G. Lambert propose de comprendre le 
signe NAM comme une graphie du type 
UD.GAL.NUN, un mode d’allographie, pour dire en, 
“seigneur”; le personnage désigné par le signe serait 
donc le “seigneur à la masse d’armes”, en d’autres 
termes le roi de la cité à l’époque d’Uruk (Lambert 
[1980] 94-97). On peut toutefois s’interroger sur la 
validité du raisonnement qui conduit à mêler dans un 
même signe une sous-graphie porteuse d’une valeur 
lexicale commune avec une autre dont la valeur est 
propre à une autre forme d’écriture.

La solution au problème est sans doute offerte par 
un document lexicographique d’Ebla; on lit, en effet, 
au début d’un syllabaire qui offre, monnayées syllabi- 
quement, les lectures des signes sumériens, les leçons 
suivantes: SITA = ti-is-da-nüm, NAM = ù-mufsu^m',^ 
or, umus est un terme sumérien disant l’idée de 
conseil;50 appliquée à un individu, il signale un 
conseiller. Ce sens paraît tout à fait en harmonie avec 
l’incipit de la liste LÚA qui énumère, à la suite de ce 
titre, comme on vient de le voir, d’autres termes 

contenant, dans leurs graphies, le même signe NAM. 
Gumus.tisdan, si telle en est la lecture, se distingue 
apparemment de ses pairs par la massue qu’il tient en 
ses mains. Bref, quelle que soit la lecture du signe, le 
sens en est livré par un commentaire, lequel épouse la 
forme d’une description fournie par les sous-graphies.

La tradition lexicographique retiendra, par la suite, 
que ce signe note un titre synonyme de sarru, “roi”, 
mais on sait aujourd’hui les libertés que les lettrés 
mésopotamiens savent prendre avec les signes qu’ils 
manipulent en leur adjoignant des valeurs nouvelles 
toujours plus nombreuses. A leur décharge et à celle 
de leur imagination débridée, peut-être faut-il se sou
venir que, parmi tous les termes archaïques dont la 
graphie comprenait le signe NAM, seul 
SITA:GIS:NAM a survécu dans la tradition récente 
(Lambert [1980] 94). Peut-être s’agit-il du premier 
dignitaire, comme il en existe un, par exemple, en 
pays Gamo, chez les Ochollo (Bureau [1981]; Abélès 
[1983]).

NAM.APIN peut faire allusion à un “membre du 
conseil à la charrue”, l’homme se distinguant par le 
port d’un attribut en forme de charrue, à la manière du 
conseiller à la masse d’armes.

Ces dignitaires ou ces notables sont-ils les membres 
d’une assemblée? Pour deux d’entre eux, comme on 
vient de le voir, leurs titres mêmes semblent l’impli
quer, et l’on est conforté dans cette hypothèse par la 
présence, parmi eux, d’un “chef de l’assemblée”, 
UNKIN. GAL, à lire kingal', il figure dans un texte juri
dique du début du 3e millénaire, avec, à ses côtés, un 
ugula.unkin, “officier de l’assemblée”, et d’un 
nimgir.gal, “héraut en chef’,51 soit un officier de gen
darmerie et un officier de justice. Une source éblaïte 
l’associe au substantif gin.urudu, “hache de cuivre”;52 
il pourrait donc se distinguer par le port d’une hache, 
vraisemblablement cérémonielle.

On a proposé d’y voir un chef militaire (Selz [1998] 
304ss). Le titre peut être lu kins.gai, où KINs est une 
ancienne graphie pour KIN.53 Le terme signale une 
“tâche assignée”. Mais ce mot, ni son équivalent 
akkadien siprum, ne désigne jamais une activité mili
taire. Il fait référence à des travaux agricoles, à la 
maintenance des canaux d’irrigation ou à des travaux 
artisanaux divers. Il est attesté dès le dynastique 
archaïque final.54 Le titre est bien connu pour désigner 
le chef d’une assemblée, notamment à l’époque paléo
babylonienne où il préside des assemblée judi
ciaires.55 Il faut, en réalité, distinguer entre deux fonc
tions homonymes à l’époque paléo-babylonienne, 
l’une étant celle exercée par un chef d’assemblée judi
ciaire, l’autre étant celle exercée par un officier de 
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cour et consistant à commander à une troupe 
d’hommes, généralement pour des affaires agricoles.56 
Kingal désigne possiblement le chef de l’assemblée 
en sa qualité de “messager” des décisions prises, en 
d’autres termes comme le premier dignitaire détenteur 
du pouvoir d’exécuter les décisions prises par l’as
semblée dont il est l’émanation.57

On a donc pu identifier trois membres d’un conseil, 
trois notables qui se distinguent par des attributs spé
cifiques, une masse d’arme, une charrue et une hache. 
NÂM:NAM désigne peut-être collectivement l’en
semble des conseillers. En même temps, on a écarté la 
présence, à l’Uruk récent (fin du 4e millénaire) d’un 
roi à la tête de l’Etat.

Curieusement, “cm”, le futur titre royal propre à la 
ville d’Uruk, pourtant très présent dans les textes de la 
pratique, est absent des listes.58 Plusieurs mots vien
nent se glisser entre la série des titres en NAM et 
kingal, ils s’épellent AB:ME, EN.IB et GAL.S1TA. Le 
premier peut se lire isib.ès, “purificateur de Tes”, le 
second en.ib, “grand prêtre du sanctuaire z7?”,59 le troi
sième gal.sita, à l’instar d’un titre de grand prêtre 
mieux connu au début du 2e millénaire.60 Le texte ne 
mentionne que Ven.ib; mais on connaît aussi, par les 
sources de la pratique, l’existence d’un en.ès (Szar- 
zynska [1997] 41), ès étant le nom d’un autre domaine 
institutionnel connu. Ce titre doit donc désigner, à 
l’époque, un administrateur de haut rang, peut-être 
l’administrateur en chef d’un domaine; il doit y avoir 
autant de “en” que de tels domaines.61

Une seconde liste d’Uruk, dite liste d’officiels, 
débute par le signe UNKIN et énonce une série de 
noms de fonctions et de métiers ainsi que des noms 
propres. Serait-elle la liste actualisée à un certain 
moment, des membres de l’assemblée? On a toutes les 
raisons d’en douter. UNKIN peut faire allusion à un 
récipient ou à tout autre objet; en même temps, lu kins, 
il peut évoquer une tâche collective à laquelle les inté
ressés sont tenus de participer, sous une forme ou une 
autre.

La liste LÚA n’est pas hiérarchique, elle mentionne 
un groupe de personnes dont on ne voit pas que la pre
mière mentionnée, SITA:GI§:NAM, soit nécessaire
ment supérieure aux autres. Dans la liste dite d’offi
ciels, elle ne figure qu’en vingt-troisième position et 
dans les sources de la pratique,62 qu’elles proviennent 
d’Uruk/Warka ou de Jemdet Nasr, il règne le plus 
grand désordre; dans un cas, le titre est mentionné en 
cinquième position; dans un autre, il est cité à la suite 
de NÁM:HÚB et NÁM.DI mais avant NÁM.ERIN. Un 
document unique fait exception qui réunit les quatre 
premiers personnages dans le même ordre que celui 

de la liste, il est malheureusement mutilé: [SJITA.GIS, 
NÁM.HÚB, NÁM:[DI], NÀM:[...]^ on y voit, au pas
sage, que la notation de NAM est facultative, comme 
s’il pouvait s’agir, avec elle et dans certains cas, d’une 
désignation générique.

L’existence d’une assemblée en charge des affaires 
de la cité et dont les membres se distinguent les uns 
des autres par le port d’attributs ou d’insignes particu
liers ne semble donc pas devoir être mise en doute. 
L’équivalence postulée tardivement par les lexico
graphes akkadiens entre SITA.GIS.NAM et sarru, 
“roi”, ne doit pas faire impression et ne suffit pas à 
prouver que le terme désigne à l’origine un titre royal. 
Elle montre, par contre, que dans la mémoire des let
trés, son dépositaire exerçait un rôle politique impor
tant.

La glyptique et les arts figuratifs contribuent à pré
senter de l’élite sociale du temps une image qui ne se 
réduit pas à la seule représentation d’un chef unique. 
On peut être tenté d’identifier le SITA:GIS:NÀM avec 
le personnage à la masse d’armes qui figure sur plu
sieurs empreintes de cylindres-sceaux, par exemple 
sur un empreinte de Chogha Mish où il circule en 
bateau, assis sur l’arrière-train d’un taureau, ceint 
d’un bandeau frontal, portant une longue barbe, la 
coiffure nouée en chignon derrière la nuque. Un per
sonnage similaire se laisse découvrir sur une 
empreinte d’Uruk/Warka; il est alors imberbe et 
exerce une fonction religieuse. Un autre personnage 
barbu figure sur une autre empreinte d’Uruk/Warka, 
tenant un objet insolite dans ses mains, peut-être un 
flambeau, et faisant face à un autel posé sur le dos 
d’un taureau. Ailleurs encore, un nouveau person
nage, tenant une lance, reçoit la soumission de prison
niers ou, maniant l’arc, transperce de ses flèches ses 
adversaires; c’est peut-être le même qui exerce, sur 
une stèle d’Uruk/Warka, ses talents à la chasse au lion. 
Ils ne sont pas à confondre avec deux ultimes person
nages, portant une coiffure identique et vêtus d’une 
juppe de maille, l’un barbu, l’autre imberbe.64

Les textes comme les représentations figurées nous 
mettent donc en présence d’une pluralité d’individus, 
d’un groupe de notables qui siègent en une assemblée 
pour gérer ensemble les affaires communes.

Toute société d’une certaine complexité a besoin 
d’un mécanisme qui arrête les normes, fait respecter 
les usages et règle les litiges. Les Urukéens stipulent 
que l’intérêt public est discuté par une assemblée de 
notables qui se font reconnaître par leurs coiffures et 
leurs vêtements. Mais nous ignorons tout de son fonc
tionnement. Est-elle hiérarchisée? Constitue-t-elle un 
lieu de commensalité, impliquant de consommer 
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ensemble et de boire de manière cérémonielle? Ses 
membre sont-ils élus? Exercent-ils leurs prérogatives 
pour une durée déterminée? Y a-t-il des corps de 
métiers dont les représentants n’ont pas capacité à y 
siéger? L’un des notables a-t-il vocation à être plus 
éminent que les autres? La durée de leur fonction est- 
elle limitée? Rien ne permet de savoir si Visib.ès, le 
“purificateur du es” est celui qui purifie les lieux où 
elle siège.

La présence simultanée des mêmes titres à 
Uruk/Warka et Jemdet Nasr prouve que l’institution 
est propre à chaque cité; SITA:G1S:NÀM se rencontre 
dans les sources administratives de Jemdet Nasr où il 
figure, par deux fois, dans un compte où il est associé, 
notamment, avec le signe Unu, soit le nom de la ville 
d’Uruk;65 ailleurs, il apparaît parmi d’autres titres, 
sans qu’il soit possible d’établir, entre eux, aucune 
hiérarchie précise, ainsi dans un compte relatant la 
distribution d’un objet en métal ou d’un bandeau en 
tissu, sita', sont nommés, dans l’ordre, un isib, un 
NÁM :HÚB, un NÁM:DI, un SITA:GIS:NÀM et un 
NÁM.-ERIN.66

Il convient donc de renoncer, pour la période 
d’Uruk, à l’image d’une cité, voire d’un Etat unique 
dont Uruk/Warka serait la capitale, gouvernée par un 
roi ou un roi-prêtre. Chaque cité possède ses propres 
institutions politique, comme P. Amiet le soulignait 
déjà, voici quelques années, en évoquant l’exemple de 
Suse où l’image, sur une empreinte de cylindre-sceau, 
d’un chef de guerre tirant à l’arc sur ses adversaires 
pourrait faire penser, par ses affinités avec celles 
d’Uruk/Warka, à un objet importé de cette ville; mais 
l’empreinte se trouvant sur des scellements, nécessai
rement apposés sur place, le sceau doit donc être de 
conception et de fabrication locales; P. Amiet conclut 
avec raison que Suse apparaît donc comme une ville 
indépendante même si, peut-être, elle est moins 
brillante qu’Uruk! (Amiet [1986] 61-62, 71).

A l’exception de SITA:G1S:NAM, les titres compor
tant le signe NÁM disparaissent après l’Uruk III. Lui- 
même ne se rencontre plus, les copies de listes lexico- 
graphiques mises à part, que de manière erratique, 
dans deux textes archaïques d’Ur (vers 2800/2700), 
une tablette scolaire et un compte de prébendes où il 
figure dans un anthroponyme,67 dans des théonymes, 
enfin, au sein de listes divines de Fara et d’Abü 
Salâbïkh (vers 2600) (Krebernik [1987] 176).

La naissance de la monarchie
Si les titres de SITA:GIS:NAM et ceux qui lui sont 
associés ne survivent pas à la fin de l’Uruk, celui de 

lugal ne cesse de prendre de l’importance. Le gra
phème GAL+LÚ qui sert à le noter est documenté par 
les sources de la pratique à partir de l’Uruk III. Il 
figure dans sept actes administratifs où il désigne un 
anthroponyme, Lugal.68 Il est absent des textes de 
Jemdet Nasr.

Dans les tablettes archaïques d’Ur (vers 
2800/2700), s’il est toujours amplement présent dans 
l’onomastique, il fait aussi son apparition comme un 
titre. Dans un premier document, on lit encore, malgré 
les lacunes du support, lu[ga]l La gasa [kl], une expres
sion désignant une personne qui a rang de lugal et qui 
est associée au toponyme Lagas;69 à la fin d’un 
second,70 un compte d’orge, on découvre la succes
sion syntaxique lugal se sid, “le lugal a fait le compte 
de l’orge”; à la fin d’un troisième, un compte de sur
faces de terres attribuées à diverses personnes,71 à la 
suite du total des surfaces, le signe LUGAL subsiste 
devant une cassure où l’on est tenté de restituer le 
verbe gid, “mesurer” et de comprendre lugal [gid], “le 
lugal [a arpenté]”.

Peu de temps plus tard, un genre littéraire inédit fait 
son apparition, celui de l’inscription commémorative. 
La plus ancienne connue à ce jour est l’oeuvre d’un 
certain Me-barage-si qui est revêtu du titre de lugal 
Kisi, "lugal de Kis” (Steible [1982] t. 2, 213).

Approximativement au même moment, à Ur, Mes- 
kalam-du est lugal sur un cylindre-sceau et lugal 
Kisikl, "lugal de Kis”, dans une inscription de son fils 
Mes-ane-pada; celui-ci porte lui-même, selon les 
sources, les titres de lugal Kisiki, "lugal de Kis”, ou de 
lugal Urikl, "lugal d’Ur”; A-ane-pada, le fils de Mes- 
ane-pada, est également lugal Uriki, "lugal d’Ur”, tout 
comme le sont A-kalam-du, Mes-ki’ag-nuna, Ur- 
pabilsag et, beaucoup plus tard, Elili (Steible [1982] t. 
2, 271-279). Où l’on voit que le titre est donc hérédi
taire.

Toujours à la même époque, un certain Me-salim se 
fait appeler lugal Kisi, "lugal de Kis”; il offre un 
sacrifice à une divinité d’Adab et construit un temple 
en l’honneur du dieu Ningirsu à Lagas; il est vanté par 
Enmetena (vers 2400) pour avoir fixé la frontière 
entre les deux royaumes rivaux de Lagas et d’Umma 
(Steible [1982] t.l, 230: i 8-12).

Qui sont ces hommes qui se font appeler lugal, 
“grand homme”, et qui s’érigent incontestablement 
comme les maîtres de cités et semblent accaparer à 
leur seul profit le pouvoir autrefois détenu collégiale
ment par un groupe d’hommes au sein d’une assem
blée? Certains d’entre eux se font enterrer dans un 
luxe inouï. A Ur, la tombe de Mes-kalam-du contient 
de la vaisselle en or; dans celle de Pu-‘abï, une femme 
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appelée nin, gisent des soldats, des palefreniers, des 
servantes et des musiciens; dans une autre sont 
inhumés non moins de cinquante-neuf corps et deux 
chars, abrités par un caveau voûté; une ultime tombe 
rassemble soixante-quatorze cadavres.

Il saute aux yeux que ce titre dont les populations 
sémitophones de Mésopotamie font le correspondant 
de leur s/sarrum, “roi”, et qui sera, tout au long de 
l’histoire de la Mésopotamie, le titre royal par excel
lence, est à traduire par “roi”; le titre nin est à com
prendre comme celui de “reine”.

Mais, en ces temps lointains, on l’a vu, lugal n’est 
pas réservé à la seule personne d’un monarque; le titre 
désigne également toute personne investie d’une auto
rité sur un groupe.

Les textes archaïques d’Ur évoqués à l’instant met
tent en scène semblables lugal dans l’exercice de leur 
fonction, pesant de l’orge ou arpentant des terres. On 
ne sait, cependant, si l’expression lugal Lagasaki 
réfère à un titre royal, un roi de Lagas, ou si elle 
désigne, plus simplement, un notable venant de ou se 
déplaçant vers cette cité.72

Il est possible, à ce propos, que le texte lexicogra- 
phique LÚA dresse la liste des fonctions, magistratures 
ou métiers, autant d’allusions à des situations dont 
certaines peuvent être transitoires, exercés par des 
lugal à un moment précis de l’histoire d’une société, 
lugal faisant référence à un statut permanent dès lors 
qu’il est acquis. Mais nous ne savons pas, à vrai dire, 
comment on acquiert le statut de lugal. La fonction 
d’autorité semble inscrite dans la structure inégalitaire 
des lignages et les hommes qui peuvent l’incarner se 
situent nécessairement à quelques points de segmenta
tion privilégiés de cette structure; les lugal ne sau
raient être des marginaux.

Les nouveaux rois dont le titre exprime le rapport 
unissant un chef à sa population, ses familiers, ses ser
viteurs et ses subordonnés, sont donc des notables, 
membres de l’élite sociale; ils en portent d’ailleurs les 
marques extérieures. Ne sont-ils pas affublés des 
mêmes oripeaux que ceux d’antan, avec leur bandeau 
frontal, leur barbe parfois longue, bouclée et calamis
trée, leur coiffure finement tressée et nouée derrière la 
nuque en un chignon que peut maintenir un triple 
cordon?73

A partir de 2400, les sources nous mettent en pré
sence d’au moins trois titres royaux (Glassner [ 1993b] 
15-16), ceux d>z7, d’ensi et de lugal. Il est générale
ment admis que le premier est le titre royal propre à la 
seule ville d’Uruk, le second celui qui est en usage à 
Lagas, le dernier étant le titre le plus répandu. L’étude 
des textes administratifs et juridiques du milieu du 3e 

millénaire permet de formuler quelques propositions 
complémentaires.

Le titre “en” est réservé aux ancêtres décédés et qui 
sont l’objet d’un culte.74 Celui d'ensi met en relief la 
relation qui unit le roi aux dieux, insistant sur le fait 
que le roi agit en faveur et au nom du dieu, véritable 
souverain lui-même dont il est en quelque sorte le 
gouverneur. Le roi, enfin, peut porter le titre de lugal', 
le terme est alors qualifié par un toponyme. Il est vrai
semblable que les trois titres cumulés disent la totalité 
du concept de royauté propre à la Mésopotamie du 3e 
millénaire, un concept que chaque terme, pris séparé
ment, n’exprime que de manière incomplète. L’insti
tution royale se définit par les rapports que le roi 
entretient avec les ancêtres, les dieux et les hommes.

Bref, la cité, un temps gouvernée par une poignée 
de dignitaires conférant en assemblée, finit par l’être 
par un monarque, l’assemblée perdant progressive
ment ses privilèges pour devenir, avec le temps, une 
instance au pouvoir exclusivement judiciaire. Deux 
types de monarchies, toutefois, sont en compétition, 
l’une élective, l’autre héréditaire.

L’unité et la cohésion des groupes constitutifs 
d’une cité est entretenue par des échanges constants 
de dons et de contre-dons, de cadeaux et de services. 
Dans ce cadre, le champ du pouvoir n’est pas un 
espace banal reposant exclusivement sur les forces de 
coercition; il est celui des rapports de force entre les 
individus détenteurs, au sein des groupements fami
liaux et locaux, de parcelles d’autorité suffisantes 
pour les mettre en position d’influer sur les décisions 
communes. Les luttes s’intensifient et les conflits sur
gissent lorsque les équilibres établis au sein des ins
tances dirigeantes sont menacés. Celui qui, parmi les 
lugal et les notables d’une même cité, veut être le roi 
doit donc montrer encore plus d'aptitude et d’adresse 
que les autres à être généreux, à souder autour de lui 
les cercles toujours élargis des parents, des amis et des 
alliés ou, pour s’exprimer à la manière de P. Bourdieu 
([1994] 53ss, 135ss), à se mouvoir dans le réseau des 
contraintes croisées que chaque membre de l’élite 
subit de la part de tous les autres. D’un mot, le roi sait, 
mieux qu’un autre, placer autrui dans une situation de 
dette à son égard; il sait recevoir et tarder à rendre; il 
sait aussi recevoir sans rendre, en prélevant la part de 
travail des jeunes, des orphelins, des déracinés, des 
femmes sans soutien.75

Conclusion
La difficulté est grande, en l’état de la documentation, 
s’agissant de caractériser d’un mot le régime politique 
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en vigueur dans les petits Etats sumériens de la fin du 
4e et de la première moitié du 3e millénaire.

Il convient d’éviter, tout d’abord, la confusion 
longtemps entretenue entre les concepts de ‘ville’ et 
d’‘Etat’. Que l’urbanisation soit un facteur essentiel 
du développement de la Mésopotamie du moment, 
cela ne fait aucun doute, mais que la constitution des 
Etats lui soit associée, la démonstration n’en est pas 
faite. Au contraire, la continuité dans l’histoire des 
institutions qui plongent leurs racines dans la préhis
toire et l’exemple de Lagas ne militent pas en faveur 
d’une origine urbaine des Etats.

Il convient sans doute aussi d’éviter de donner à 
‘Etat’ la définition minimale qu’on lui connaît trop 
souvent, notamment depuis les travaux de certains 
archéologues comme G.A. Johnson et H. Wright, et 
qui tend à l’identifier avec management. C’est au nom 
de cette définition que l’on privilégie la position du 
“en” auquel on attribue une fonction politique qu’il 
n’a peut-être exercée que plus tardivement!

L’événement majeur de l’époque est indéniable
ment le passage d’un régime d’assemblée à un régime 
monarchique au sein duquel l’assemblée perd pro
gressivement de son importance. Il est difficile, toute
fois, de parler de démocratie, ce qui signifie que “les 
volontés du peuple prennent une part effective à l’éla
boration des décisions politiques”, et, qu’en retour, il 
est exigé que les personnes autorisées à prendre les 
décisions soient élues, ce que nous ignorons (Mac
pherson [1960] 358). Faut-il alors parler, avec R.A. 
Dahl et C.E. Lindblom, de ‘polyarchie’? (Dahl & 
Lindblom [1976] 277-78). On ne saurait le dire.

Quoi qu’il en soit, l’approche de la question sous le 
thème englobant de ‘Cité-Etat’, paraît contre-produc
tive parce qu’aboutissant à oblitérer le débat. On se 
réserve de revenir sur cette question, plus tard, en se 
fondant, notamment, sur des données comparatives.
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que cette ville est située en Sumer (Foster [1980] 36ss).

14. Glassner, ’’Les triades sumériennes archaïques,” (sous presse).
15. Sur cette notion de réseau urbain, voir, par exemple, Coquery- 

Virdovitch, (1993) 25ss.
16. Christaller (1933). Voir, notamment, Johnson (1980) 233-263.
17. Falkenstein (1966a) 115ss; Carroué (1983) 97-112; Idem 

(1986) 13-57; Bauer (1998) 439ss.
18. Pour un état de la question: Huot (1982) 95-106.
19. Une vingtaine d’études parues dans la revue Orientalia entre 

1920 et 1929, ainsi que Deimel (1931).
20. Falkenstein (1958); cette étude fut rééditée à Malibu, en 1974, 

en langue anglaise, une réédition qui tient compte d’une mise à 
jour du manuscrit en 1965.

21. Voir, à présent, Diakonoff (1974).
22. Gelb (1969) 137-154; Idem (1979) 1-97.
23. Adams (1981); Idem (1982) 119-140.
24. Sur ce sujet, voir Hårtog (1988); Idem (1984); Vidal-Naquet 

(1985) 7ss; Finley (1981) 89-120.
25. Une discussion souvent abordée dans le domaine des études 

classiques; voir, par exemple, van Effenterre (1985) 30s.
26. Steible (1982) 216; Cooper (1986) 19.
27. Par exemple, Huot (1990) 35; Maisels (1993) 155; Van De Mie- 

roop (1997) 24; etc.
28. Egalement Maekawa (1973-74) passim.
29. E’ iginimpa' e est connu par deux inscriptions commémorant la 

construction d'un temple (Steible [1982] t.2, 190ss), un acte 
réservé à une personne de rang royal, en Mésopotamie.

30. Gelb, Steinkeller & Whiting (1991), appendice à no 32.
31. Nombreuse bibliographie; voir Harris (1975) 57-86; sur les 

assemblées de quartiers: Code de Hammurabi paragraphes 126, 
142, 251, etc.

32. Sur le tâtamum: Durand (1989) 27-44.
33. Après lui, la question a été abordée par Speiser (1955) 35-76; 

Diakonoff (1974) 9-10; Kramer (1963) 74; Falkenstein (1966b) 
47-50.

34. Sur ce texte: Gelb & Kienast (1990) Narâmsîn 1; Frayne (1993) 
Narâm-Sîn 10.
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35. Frayne (1993) t. 2, Naram-Sîn 6, i l’-9’; 8, iv 4’-6’.
36. Westenholz (1997) 225-226; 234: 15-16; 242: 26-28. La même 

expression ana sarrütam nasû se rencontre dans une inscription 
de Samsu-ilüna, à propos de Rîm-Sîn de Larsa (Sollberger 
[1969] 35-6: 103A-108A). On ne peut suivre, pour ce verbe, la 
traduction proposée par Gelb & Kienast (1990) 226-7 et 239, 
note (15).

37. Sur cette forme: Yuhong (1997) no 122.
38. Steible (1982) 248, Ent. 32: i l”-3”; p.298, Ukg. 4-5: 8 2-6/7 

15-19; Cooper ( 1986) 64 et 71.
39. Steible (1982) 89, Urn. 24: 3 3-6; Cooper (1986) 28.
40. Glassner (1985) 11-59; ¡dem (1986) 103-110; Idem (1989) 81- 

89.
41. Voir, par exemple, Pettinato (1982) 336,1. 1338’: im.ru = pù-a- 

tum, ce dernier terme étant peut-être une graphie de pâtu, “dis
trict”. Plusieurs maisonnées, é, constituent un im.ru.a, comme il 
ressort de deux documents juridiques, Gelb, Steinkeller, & 
Whiting (1991) kudurrus nos 14 et 15, où un im.ru se subdivise 
en plusieurs é qui sont autant de “maisons” dont les terres sont 
à leur tour réparties entre des unités plus petites. Mais il faut 
admettre, entre les divers é, l’existence d’imbrications mul
tiples. A dire vrai, il est impossible de décrire avec précision le 
groupe considéré; il apparaît comme une communauté inégali
taire et multinucléaire, réunissant, au plus, trois générations 
successives et prenant souvent la forme d’une association de 
frères, mariés ou célibataires; ses chefs disposent d’un pouvoir 
viager sur les autres membres; voir Glassner (1995) 20.

42. Visicato (1995) 25-26, a porté l’attention sur cette question 
mais il commet l’erreur de croire qu’zm.rw désigne une unité 
administrative; Vé.gal recrute du personnel que les différents 
im.ru sont tenus de lui fournir et les organise en son sein, 
sà.é.gal, en équipes de travail aux ordres d’ugula.

43. Thureau-Dangin (1925) Cyl. A xiv 7-27.
44. Sur cette expression, voir, par exemple, Steible & Yildiz (1993) 

17-26.
45. Englund & Nissen (1993) 14 et passim.
46. Pettinato (1981) 21: 9; 184: 25; 196: 5.
47. Englund (1998) 77, note 157 et 84, note 181; van Dijk (1989) 

446 suggérait pour ce groupe de signes une lecture nâm.sux.pa 
pour nam.sipa(d), “le pastorat”.

48. Civil et al. (1968) 93 lu = sa i 26; lidem (1979) 248, Ea ii 37.
49. Pettinato (1981) 196: 1 et 2; sur ti-is-da-nùm, voir Civil (1984) 

94.
50. Sjöberg (1973) 45 note 12; Behrens (1978) 179, note 373.
51. Gelb, Steinkeller, & Whiting ( 1991 ) no 12, p. 46.
52. Pettinato (1981) no 43 ii 2. Voir, déjà, Selz (1998) 303-304.
53. Krecher (1981) 144, avec le sens de “tâche assignée”.
54. Allotte de la Fuÿe (1908-1920) 641 viii 2 (travaux d’irrigation); 

Chicago Assyrian Dictionary s/3, s.v. siprum, 73ss.
55. En dernier lieu Kraus (1984) 81, note 179.
56. Comme il ressort des exemples cités dans Chicago Assyrian 

Dictionary M/2, s.v. mu’irru, pp.178-180. Semblablement, dans 
Proto-Lú (Civil et al. [1968] 33: 14), gal.unkin.na désigne un 
officier de cour, étant donné le contexte.

57. Semblable situation existe en pays Gamo, en Ethopie, ainsi chez 
les Ochollo: Abélès (1983) 41, 120ss. Dans la série lexicogra- 
phique récente Lù = sa (Civil et al. [1968] 96: 110-112), kin.gal 
figure au sein de termes multiples désignant des messagers.

58. Pour Selz (1998) seuls trois personnages jouent un rôle diri
geant: kingal, le chef de guerre; namesda, une fonction de 
répression; en auquel revient la fonction essentielle, religieuse 
et administrative.

59. Sur ib comme dénomination de temples, voir: Gragg (1969) 
181, sub note 31; pour Lagas présargonique: Selz (1995) 152s; 
sur ib à Uruk/Warka: Szarzynska (1992) 277-278.

60. Sur cette fonction: Renger (1969) 129-132; Charpin (1986) 
214-215.

61. Voir, récemment, un autre point de vue: Steinkeller (1999) 103- 
137.

62. Englund & Nissen (1993) 88; ce texte se retrouve à Ebla: Petti
nato (1981) ch. 8, et à Fara: Deimel (1923) no 59.

63. Englund (1994) W 9168,a i 5; W 9656,g, i; Englund & Grégoire 
(1991) 112 Fi 3-iii 7.

64. Amiet (1980) nos 636-640; 642, 643, 651, 652, 659 à 661, etc.
65. Englund & Grégoire (1991) no 121: face i 2a, revers i 3.
66. Englund & Grégoire (1991) no 112, Face ii 3 à iii 7: il s’agit 

d'une distribution d’items divers, d’une part sita, possiblement 
un objet en métal ou un bandeau, d’autre part un récipient unkin 
(voir n° 172 F ii 3 où il s’agit effectivement d’un récipient). Sur 
la répétition à chaque ligne du nom de l’objet distribué, com
parer le n° 185.

67. Burrows (1935) 163 iii 3; 262 iv.
68. Green & Nissen (1987) pl. 18, W 20274,2++ i 3b; pl.25, W 

20274,21 ii 3; pl.30, W 20274,34 i 4; les autres références, W 
19666,di 1; W 20274,26 i 1 B; W 20274,119 ii 2A; W 20367,2 i 
1, m’ont aimablement été communiquées par R.K. Englund que 
je remercie.

69. Burrows (1935) no 2O5B 2’.
70. Burrows (1935) no 162 vii 1; sur ce passage: Edzard (1974) 

149.
71. Burrows (1935) no 361 Rev 2’.
72. Semblablement, En-hegal, quoique lugal Lagasa (Gelb, Stein

keller, & Whiting [1991] no 20, 69-72), n’est sans doute pas un 
roi mais un notable de rang lugah Wilcke (1996) 26ss.

73. Témoins, le casque d’or du roi d’Ur Mes.kalam.DU (Parrot 
11960] 160, fig. 189c), le portrait de Sargon d’Akkadé sur une 
stèle (ibid. 174, fig. 209), ou la tête de la statue de Narâm-Sîn 
découverte à Ninive (ibid. p. 171, fig. 206).

74. Bauer (1969) 107-114; Pisi (1995) 1-40; Chiodi (1994); Idem 
(1997), qui nuance sur certains points les conclusions anté
rieures.

75. Voir, sur ce dernier point, les nombreux textes de rations ali
mentaires aux gemé.dumu, “servantes et enfants”, aux 
igi.nu.dus, “aveugles”, etc. Il existe une ample bibliographie à 
ce sujet; voir, par exemple, Deimel (1929) passim\ plus généra
lement: Selz (1995) 49ss.
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The City-State in Ancient Western Syria

Ingolf Thuesen

Introduction
The social and political structure of ancient Syria was 
determined primarily by the geography of the region. 
Syria was part of the northern land bridge between 
Africa and Asia, and indirectly a bridge to Europe as 
well. So from the very beginning of human history 
Syria held a key position in the spectacular history of 
the ancient Near East. Its heterogeneous nature 
favoured multiple incipient adaptation strategies and 
led to the formation of a unique set of ethnically 
diverse cultures with a high evolutionary potential. In 
that perspective it is not surprising to find that the 
history of Syria is extremely complex in all aspects 
and incorporates elements of the surrounding cultures. 
Studying the political and social history of ancient 
Syria one can observe a number of successive stages 
ranging from the small independent farming villages - 
which developed at the beginning of the Neolithic era 
ca. 10,000 years ago - to the highly complex state 
organisation which emerged during the Bronze Age. 
Somewhere within this spectrum of political and 
social organisation, and in certain periods, a type of 
state emerged which can be compared to the classical 
city-state. This contribution attempts to identify those 
instances and to analyse their structure and evolu
tionary dynamics over time.

First of all it should be stressed that this analysis is 
based on the assumption that the history of ancient 
Syria cannot be written as a continuous comprehen
sive account, based on generalisation of the scattered 
evidence, and supplemented with interpolations to 
compensate for the lack of evidence or historical 
vacui. It is rather a series of brief snapshots, which 
have survived through millennia to the present day, 
either as material remains exposed by the archaeolo
gist or as historical documents deciphered by philolo
gists and interpreted by the historians. However, these 
glimpses tend to indicate some tendencies or evolu
tionary trajectories in the social and political history 
of ancient Syria. The surviving sources are severely 
fragmented and sporadic, which means that all the 
reconstructions suggested below are highly hypothet
ical and resemble the situation in the Phoenician area 

(Niemeyer, infra 89-115). Before defining the scope 
of this study in time and space I find it expedient to 
summarise the scope and nature of the historical 
evidence. There are basically two main sources for the 
history of ancient Syria: archaeological remains and 
written sources.

Archaeological Sources
The archaeological evidence is abundant and informa
tive, but mostly buried in tell formations. They some
times grew to enormous dimensions, and to the 
untrained eye today they may look like natural feat
ures in the landscape. The largest sites in Syria cover 
an area of over 100 ha and rise more than 40 metres 
above the surrounding plain. These large tells are 
mostly the historical remains of a large urban centre or 
of an agglomeration of smaller settlements. More 
abundantly in the landscape occur smaller tells, which 
measure less than 10 ha in area and rise less than 10 
metres above the plain.

The archaeological monuments have attracted the 
attention of archaeologists since the beginning of the 
century. The first expeditions to the region for the pur
pose of excavating the tells concentrated primarily on 
the larger tell formations on the assumption that they 
contained the remains of ancient cities known from 
the historical narrative. But investigation and excava
tion activities during the last decades have widened 
the spectrum of interest to include also smaller sites as 
well as regional intensive surveys. This is not least 
due to the determined efforts of the Syrian Directorate 
of Antiquities to rescue sites threatened by construc
tion activities and reclamation of agricultural land. 
However, many of the results of recent or current 
excavations are still not accessible, as archae
ological reporting can last for years. Therefore their 
contribution to a better and more detailed reconstruc
tion of the past still lies ahead. This means that the 
available data come, mostly, from some of the large 
sites; and, to some extent, the result is a biassed view 
of the archaeological evidence. Also, for many 
regions systematic surveys are missing, which com- 
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plicates the reconstruction of the ancient settlement 
pattern.

Another limitation of the representativeness of the 
archaeological data is the often extremely small extent 
of the excavated area. With present excavation tech
niques and standards a hypothetical total excavation 
of a large site may very well last for centuries! In most 
cases the excavations have only exposed a small frac
tion of the remains left in a site. As the oldest history 
is usually buried deepest in the mounds it is, as a rule, 
inaccessible; and if found it is dug up only in small 
areas, so that the data become less and less representa
tive as one moves back in time. As mentioned above, 
this fact together with the high number of still 
unrecognised and unexcavated sites leaves us with a 
highly fragmented image of past material culture; but 
such are our working conditions, whether we like it or 
not.

Historical Sources
For the historical sources the situation is, perhaps, 
somewhat better. Historical sources are found in 
archives, which were attached to the administrative 
elite of a central town or region. The main reason why 
archaeologists traditionally focused on large sites was 
their hope of finding the archives of the past. This 
strategy, as a matter of fact, proved successful, partic
ularly within Greater Mesopotamia. In Syria, too, 
large sites were found to contain archives which were 
often unexpectedly rich and historically informative. 
The example par excellence is the Ebla archive of the 
late third millennium; its discovery in 1974 has 
completely changed our historical understanding of 
western Syria.

However, when this is said it should also be added 
that written sources from the northern Levant are rela
tively rare. Until the find of the Ebla archive in 1974 
primary sources for the third millennium were almost 
non-existent. And, except for the finds in Ugarit and 
Alalakh, historical sources for the entire Bronze Age 
are scarce or indirect, i.e. found outside western Syria. 
During the first millennium B.C. the western Syria 
region comprises a multi-linguistic oikoumene, where 
such different languages as Babylonian, Assyrian, 
Luwian Hittite, and Aramaic occur simultaneously 
(e.g. in Hama, Riis [1990] 27-32, Parpóla [1990] and 
Otzen [1990]). Although it does not increase the 
amount of historical data as such, this fact at least illus
trates the diversification of the region during the Iron 
Age. Most of the following work is based on the histor
ical texts compiled and annotated by Klengel (1992).

The Geographical Frame
The geographical region investigated here includes 
most of modern Syria from the Mediterranean coast to 
the region delimited by the Euphrates river system or 
what is part of Greater Mesopotamia.1 The northern 
limit is formed by the Taurus mountains. The southern 
limit is less well defined, as the natural features of the 
Levant follow north-south lines. The modern political 
border is indeed arbitrary when compared with the 
situation in the past, but has tended to split research 
into groups concentrating on the Biblical lands and 
Syria, respectively. The southernmost large urban 
centre seems to be Tel Hazor in northern Galilee, 
which may indicate that this region was at the edge of 
the Syro-Mesopotamian mega-site urban system, 
characterised by the concentration of the population in 
large centres.

As mentioned above, this vast area is ecologically 
and geologically heterogeneous. Two mountain ridges 
run parallel to the coast line from north to south, viz. 
the Lebanon and anti-Lebanon mountains in the south 
and the Jebel Ansariyah in the north. They subdivided 
the land into districts and determined the freedom of 
movement for the people. Only at Homs and Antioch 
are there openings in the mountains which give direct 
access from the coast to the interior. The strategic 
importance of these two regions throughout history is 
therefore obvious.

Cutting a section west-east through central Syria 
somewhere between modern Latakiya and Tartus pro
vides us with a typical series of landscapes and eco
logical regions of high diversity. The first region is the 
coastal plain and foothills in front of the Jebel 
Ansariyah. The plain is a highly attractive environ
ment for human settlements, not only due to the agri
cultural potential, but also due to the coastline, which 
offers natural harbour facilities at several points, e.g. 
Latakiyah, Geble, and Tell Sukas. The next region 
consists of the 1600 metre high calcareous moun
tains, Jebel Ansariyah, which provides ideal condi
tions for hunting and recreational activities, and also 
houses a number of smaller villages or fortified 
strongholds for refuge. The eastern slope of the moun
tains descends into the geological formation of the 
Orontes river valley, which is the northern extension 
of the large north-south depression that continues 
through the Jordan valley, the Dead Sea and Wadi 
Arabah. The Orontes valley was primarily formed 
during the Pleistocene as a series of terraces, 
associated with pluvial/interpluvial periods. This 
gives it a quite different character from the traditional 
Mesopotamian alluvial plains surrounding the
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Fig- I

Euphrates and Tigris rivers and excludes the applica
tion of extensive river irrigation. However, since the 
Roman period river water has been lifted on a smaller 
scale with waterwheels to the terraces along the river. 
Moving east and further inland from the Orontes river 
the landscape gradually turns into the Syrian desert. 
This region forms a steppe, which can be cultivated in 
years of sufficient precipitation. However, the 200 
mm isohyet oscillates in this zone, following the 
Orontes river during drought years and penetrating 
deeply into the desert during wet years (Thuesen 
[1988] Fig.6). The region is particularly suitable for 
stock breeding: cattle, horse, goat and sheep for the 
sedentary population and sheep/goat pastoralism for 
the nomadic population. For this reason the region 
forms the traditional buffer or conflict zone between 
nomads and town dwellers, and therefore its cultural, 
economic and military organisation is of great 
importance for the stability of western Syria. Between 
the steppe and the Euphrates river lies the Syrian 
desert, which is seasonally exploited by nomadic or 
pastoral groups, except for the important oases along 
the trade routes, such as Tadmor/Palmyra.

This brief overview demonstrates the complexity of 
the landscape which framed the history of the popula
tion of western Syria in ancient times. However, the 

region comprises several other types of landscape, 
which it falls outside this work to describe (for a com
prehensive geography of Syria, see Wirth [1971]).

The Chronological Frame
My brief is to describe those early manifestations of 
political and social structures in Syria which can be 
classified as city-states. First, I attempt to trace their 
evolution, which takes us back into the prehistoric 
periods, viz. the Chalcolithic; next I discuss the, 
apparently, repeated cycle of political events through 
the Bronze and Iron Ages down to the conquest of 
Syria by the Neo-Assyrian kings in the eight century 
B.C.

I use the traditional Levantine chronological system 
and terminology, according to which the Bronze Age 
is subdivided into an Early, a Middle and a Late 
phase. A similar system is suggested for the Iron Age. 
Scholarly work on Mesopotamia often uses a different 
périodisation, which imitates the Mesopotamian his
torical terminology: Early/proto Syrian, Old Syrian, 
Middle Syrian and Neo-Syrian, corresponding to, 
respectively: Early Bronze, Middle Bronze, Late 
Bronze and Early Iron Age (e.g. Kühne [1980] and 
Matthiae et al. [1995] 88). For an absolute chronology 
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I follow the dates suggested by Matthiae and based on 
the Ebla sequence (Matthiae et al. [1995] 532-33).

The Early State Formation in Syria
- the First Cycle
Unfortunately, for understanding early state formation 
in western Syria the most critical period is poorly 
known. This is not due to any lack of interest among 
archaeologists. As described above, the main reason is 
the logistic problem of reaching the relevant levels in 
the tells. However, one event has facilitated our study 
of this period, namely the establishment of the so- 
called Uruk colonies along the Euphrates river in 
Syria and eastern Anatolia. Best known are the towns 
of Habuba Kebira South and Jebel Aruda, which in 
detail reflect a material culture similar to what is 
found in the Uruk homeland, the southern Meso
potamian alluvial plain. The investigation of the area 
has brought to light residential areas, an administra
tive-religious centre and a regional centre (Strom- 
menger [1997]).

The Uruk expansion took place after 3500 B.C., but 
was probably a continuation of an old south Meso
potamian interest in east Anatolian minerals, above all 
copper. Around 5000 B.C. began a diffusion of south 
Mesopotamian culture into Syria, also known as the 
Ubaid expansion. But up till now this very first 
radiation from southern Mesopotamia has only 
manifested itself in a dominating style or symbolic 
language (Thuesen [1989]). When the Uruk expan
sion along the trade arteries - first of all the Euphrates 
river - took place more than 1500 years later the 
impact had a physical character, if we accept Habuba 
Kebira and similar towns as colonies. The towns were 
fortified with a defence circuit. Administration was 
based on inscribed tablets, and the iconography of the 
Uruk culture indicates symbols of royal power, e.g. 
the lion hunt stele portraying a person - a king? - 
hunting lions (Fig. 2). That Uruk society had the 
demographic potential for such a large scale territorial 
expansion and domination is obvious from the 
magnitude of the Uruk homeland cities, e.g. Uruk 
itself, which is estimated to have accommodated a 
population of more than 20,000. At this time southern 
Mesopotamia was urbanised and the population 
concentrated in large nucleated settlements which 
show many aspects of a highly developed and com
plex society, e.g. monumental architecture, central 
administration, writing, and mass production (Nissen 
[1999] 41-48).

As known from the available archaeological data, 

Uruk society in the Uruk period is the oldest attested 
manifestation of a territorial state; but it cannot be 
considered highly representative. We still do not know 
what went on in other crucial regions of Mesopotamia 
at the time, e.g. the Khabur plain and Assyria, which 
may also have been urbanised during late Uruk. Sev
eral large sites have substantial remains from this 
period, e.g. Tell Brak (Schwartz [1997] 355). Further
more, we know very little about the contribution to the 
state formation process during the preceding Ubaid 
expansion, which also had an impact on western Syria 
and is attested, for example, at Ras Shamra on the 
Mediterranean coast .

The obvious question is, how did the Meso
potamian expansion during fifth and fourth millennia 
contribute to the formation of an early political struc
ture in western Syria? At this point the archaeological 
data fail. Surveys and soundings into tells indicate a 
flourishing settlement system, and in many of the 
large sites such as Tell Mardikh (Ebla), Hama and Ras 
Shamra (Ugarit) the stratification goes back to the 
Ubaid phase and even earlier (Thuesen [1988]). This 
could mean that the Bronze Age urban pattern in Syria 
was established in the millennia preceding the Uruk 
expansion. The process was inspired by the Meso
potamian evolution of an early state, which in the 
incipient stages placed a remarkable symbolic finger
print on the west Syrian material culture, the Ubaid 
(Thuesen [1992]), and later founded colonies along 
the main trading arteries.

The impact from the east must have generated a 
reaction from the contemporary population of western 
Syria. The massive fortification system of Habuba 
Kebira symbolises power and suggests fears of hostile 
attack. Such a threat against the colonial settlements 
would require at least a degree of coordination of the 
local Syrian population. But archaeologically we 
know very little about who generated the need for 
such a manifestation of power. It is therefore strictly 
hypothetical, but reasonable, to assume that some 
kind of political organisation had been established in 
the region, not as an incipient formation, but as a spin
off from the centralisation of power in Mesopotamian 
society. Consequently, there is in this specific period a 
potential for developing the first city-states on a small 
scale in western Syria, where the political centres 
were perhaps more like “towns” than like “cities”. 
The archaeological remains indicate that the towns in 
which this political and economic centralisation took 
place were the same as those which during the 
following centuries became regional centres. One 
example could be the town of Hama during the late
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Fig. 2: Lion hunt stele found in Uruk, Iraq. The Late Uruk period, 
ca. 3200 BC (right) and seal impression from Habuba Kebira (above).

period L and early period K. At this time the core of 
the town was protected by a high terrace wall built of 
stones (Thuesen [1988]). We may therefore presume 
that this was the first cycle of state formation in Syria 
which included town-states or city-states. But future 
excavation has to shed more light on the issue.

The Early Bronze Age - the Second Cycle
At the end of the fourth millennium the Uruk influ
ence in Syria and Anatolia disintegrated, and so did 
the control of the colonies. In the Mesopotamian 
heartland a pattern of city-states was established in 
what is known as the Early Dynastic period (see 
Glassner, supra 36). Important trade routes to the 
east, reaching Oman and Afghanistan, were opened in 
order to obtain metals and semi-precious stones. 
There was a tendency for some of the Sumerian cities 
to extend their sphere of power, as happened, e.g, 
under Lugal-zagezi, king of Ur during the Early 
Dynastic III period. A complete centralisation of 
power, however, was not achieved until 2350 B.C. 
when the Akkadian king Sargon not only conquered 
all of Mesopotamia, but also launched campaigns into 
Syria, where he reached the Mediterranean Sea. Due 
to its territorial extension and the formal concentra

tion of power in the hands of a divine king, Sargon’s 
Akkadian kingdom is usually considered to be as the 
first Mesopotamian empire.

These events are contemporary with the Old 
Kingdom in Egypt. The Egyptian rulers’ main interest 
in West Asia was to obtain wood from Lebanon, for 
which purpose they established themselves in Byblos. 
In the southern Levant, the urban centres were 
fortified with walls as a reaction against conflicts 
raised by internal and external powers during the 
Early Bronze I and II periods (e.g. Gophna [1995]).

In this millennium the first archaeological and his
torical data become available from western Syria. 
Ebla, a large site located in the steppe south of 
Aleppo, was the seat of a “lord” / king together with a 
council of elders - depending on the interpretation of 
the historical texts.2 Of interest in this connection is 
the mention of other Syrian towns with a similar polit
ical constitution, an indication that the land was 
divided into smaller kingdoms or states which most 
likely can be compared to city-states. This process has 
been characterised as a secondary urbanisation. Ebla 
provides far the best documentation for the period, not 
only because of the archives, but also due to the 
excavation of a palatial building. The city, which may 
have accommodated a population of between 15,000 
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and 20,000, was dependent on a territory dotted with 
small autonomous urban centres (Milano [1995] 1221 
ff.). The state was ruled from the palace, which was 
the seat of the king and his administration. Ebla’s 
hinterland seems to have covered some 3,000 km2 but 
the influence of the kings of Ebla, at its maximum, 
reached Hama to the south, the littoral mountains to 
the west, and the Euphrates region to the east. Surveys 
in different parts of western Syria show several settle
ments. Many of the larger sites contain remains dating 
to the early Bronze Age, but the present state of the 
excavations does not allow of any conclusion as to the 
political status of the towns; but the texts from the 
Ebla archive indicate that many were what can be 
called dependent city-states (Milano [1995] 1227).

The toponyms in the texts from Ebla betray an 
interest in the east, and Mari in particular. The reason 
for this was most likely the concern for maintaining 
trade with Mesopotamia. The economy of Ebla was 
primarily based on the breeding of sheep/goats and 
the manufacture of wool, supplemented with metal
work (Milano [1995] 1225). This was the typical pro
duction potential of the steppe between the desert and 
the agricultural land to the west. The natural limit of 
this economy seems to be the central Syrian steppe. 
Opposite the Mesopotamian alluvial plain, expansion 
of territory would require the control of other adapta
tional strategies and economies, which may have 
complicated any attempt to integrate towns or centres 
in neighbouring regions, whose economy was based 
on other subsistence strategies. Examples could be 
Hama (ancient Amatu) and Qatna, both located on 
important communication lines through Syria (north
south and east-west), and the harbour towns along the 
coast (e.g. Ugarit and Tell Sukas).

Ebla was destroyed around 2300 B.C. The event is 
often associated with campaigns of the Akkadian 
kings into Syria, and in particular with the campaign 
of Sargon. That the destruction was not a result of a 
local disaster is evident from the Hama sequence, 
where a similar destruction layer appears between 
phase J5 and J4. They are archaeologically linked to 
the same event. That supports the idea of a general 
disaster in the central Syrian towns or cities, and also 
indicates that, at that time, Hama had a political or 
symbolic position which could attract an Akkadian 
king. The campaigns were repeated by Sargon’s suc
cessor, Naram Sin and created an unstable balance in 
the region, which eventually led to the dissolution of 
the Early Bronze Age kingdoms or city-states. With 
this destruction western Syria entered into a relatively 
dark age, and it is impossible in the following century 

to find any traces of an Akkadian sovereignty over the 
region.

The archaeological evidence supporting the devel
opment outlined above comes primarily from the 
excavations at Ebla, where part of a large palatial 
building complex (G) was unearthed. The important 
archive found in the building contained ca. 3,000 
administrative clay tablets, and trade items were dis
covered too, such as lapis lazuli and Egyptian stone 
vessels.

The Middle Bronze Age Amorite Kingdoms 
- the Third Cycle
In the period from ca. 2000 to 1600 B.C. - the Middle 
Bronze Age - the Syrian cities regained political and 
economic momentum. Around the Syrian territory 
strong empires were growing up: the Old Assyrian 
and Old Babylonian in Mesopotamia, the Hittite in 
Anatolia, the Middle Kingdom in Egypt, and the 
Minoan in Crete. The Near East experienced an 
unprecedented political centralisation taking place in 
a number of superpowers, and international trade 
flourished. The political development in Syria was 
determined by this process.

During the first two centuries Ebla, Hama, Qatna, 
Ugarit, Yamhad (Aleppo) and Alalakh and, further to 
the north and east, Karkemish and Urshu became, 
once again, the seats of local kings and dynasties, now 
with Amorite names. By the 18th and 17th centuries the 
competition among the local rulers resulted in further 
centralisation. Western Syria was divided basically 
into two kingdoms: Yamhad in the north and Qatna in 
the south. Both controlled vast territories of several 
thousands of square kilometres and therefore ex
ceeded the size of even large city-states. Former 
towns or cities ruled by independent kings became 
part of a hierarchy of settlements, with a different 
status, but which were under the control of the central 
king. One way of maintaining this dependency was to 
place relatives of the kings as local governors or petty 
kings. Ugarit apparently succeeded for some time in 
keeping its independent status as a harbour town 
servicing the interests of the surrounding states.

In the first two centuries of the second millennium 
western Syria was apparently subdivided into a 
number of small territorial kingdoms, each of them 
organised as a city-state; and the political structure of 
the region resembled that of the period prior to the 
Akkadian conquest. It is difficult in this situation to 
make a clear distinction between a city-state and a 
territorial kingdom. A possible parameter might be 
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to distinguish between city-state monarchies, each 
controlling a geographical and/or ecological enclave, 
and monarchies comprising several enclaves, each 
with its own “subsistence economy”. The geo
graphical diversification of Syria splits the land into 
such natural enclaves. This favours a city-state culture 
and may have determined the political pattern of Syria 
in the periods of state formation.

The best archaeological example of a Middle 
Bronze Age city-state is, again, Ebla (Fig. 3). The site 
covers an area of over 60 ha and is fortified with a 
wall through which four gates gave access to the city. 

In the centre of the city rose an acropolis several 
metres above the lower town. According to the exca
vations, there was a palace and a temple for the rulers 
on the acropolis. In the lower town were found non
domestic buildings, temples and palaces (Matthiae 
[1995] 164-79). Remains of what may have been a 
royal cemetery were discovered beneath a palace in 
the lower town (Guardata [1995] 180-87).

Archaeologically and historically the centralisation 
around 1800 B.C. is documented by the success of the 
king of Yamhad in adding Ebla and Alalakh to his ter
ritory. To judge from the sequence at Hama (period 

Fig. 3. Ebla during the Middle 
Bronze Age (ca. 2000-1600 
BC). Most of the excavated 
part of the city shows non
domestic architecture, palaces, 
temples and fortifications.
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H), a change in the town plan at the time could mean 
that this town too experienced a similar development. 
In levels H4 to H2 is attested a public area with a pala
tial building; and the city-plan with so-called silos and 
a possible glacis is similar to the city plan of Ebla 
(Fugmann [1958] Figs. 116, 119 and 123; Thuesen 
[forthcoming]). However, Hama’s position as a vassal 
of either Yamhad to the north or Qatna to the south is 
uncertain.

During this period the kings attempted further cen
tralisation as well as expansion of their territories by 
conquest. In particular the Old Assyrian ruler Shamsi- 
Adad seems to have had a strained relationship with 
the king of Yamhad, but he never succeeded in 
solving the Yamhad problem, either by alliances or by 
force, and after his death there followed a more stable 
political situation. Now the region seems to have 
entered a period with good relations between the 
major actors on the west Syrian scene. Sporadically 
there were attempts to gain independence, and that 
may well be one of the best arguments for assuming a 
city-state structure in the preceding period.

The final blow to this equilibrium came from 
another direction, namely the north. In the meantime 
the Hittite state had grown in size and developed 
imperial ambitions. At the end of the 17th century the 
Hittite king made raids into Syria and Mesopotamia, 
and the result was a collapse of the established polit
ical structure. The Hittites left the country open for 
new political state formations. There was a short 
interval before another external power, the Mitanni, 
took control of most of the region, and during this 
period documents show that the town of Alalakh was 
ruled by a local king (Klengel [1992] 87ff.). In the 
same period the Egyptian kings of the 18th Dynasty 
took control of several towns in southern Syria. Later 
the Mitanni sovereignty in the north was, once again, 
replaced by the rule of the Hittites.

Until the end of the Bronze Age (1200 B.C.) the 
towns and cities of western Syria did not regain 
independence. Mitanni, Hittite, and Egyptian kings 
established a system of vassal kings or local rulers, 
each of whom had to take an oath of loyalty to the 
king. They were expected to pay tribute and to send 
contingents of men to the king for his military cam
paigns. The political organisation of the Hittite empire 
was a pyramidal power structure with at least three 
levels: the Great King was above everybody else; 
under him there was a vice-king, placed in Karkemish 
and selected from his own family; and on the third 
level was a local prince or governor, who ruled a town 
or a district. The third level comprised a number of 

towns or territories, such as Ugarit, Halb, Nuhashe, 
Tun ip, Qadesh and Amurru in the north under Hittite 
control, and in the south Byblos, Beirut, Tyre, Sidon, 
Damascus and Bosra under Egyptian control. While 
the northern part of Syria had local rulers, the 
southern region controlled by Egypt was often ruled 
by Egyptian officials installed by the pharaoh.

As a matter of fact this geopolitical structure indi
rectly reflects the traditional Syrian city-state culture, 
with regard both to the size and status of the urban 
centres, each ruled by a vassal governor or petty king. 
In the border zone between the Egyptian and Hittite 
territories - i.e. the plain of Homs and the land of 
Amurru - local governors were extremely sensitive to 
changes in the power balance between the two super
powers, and constantly tried to make alliances accord
ingly. For most of the periods the situation can best be 
described as a city-state culture consisting exclusively 
of dependent city-states. However, in so far as the 
Egyptian and Hittite kings succeeded in turning the 
Syrian cities into mere provincial capitals, Syria in 
this period should not be characterised as a conglom
eration of city-states.

The Iron Age Aramaic Kingdoms
- the Fourth Cycle
Around 1200 B.C. the Hittite empire collapsed. At the 
same time new groups of people appeared in the re
gion. Along the coast the Sea People made an impact 
on the harbour towns. Ugarit was destroyed, perhaps 
by an earthquake. The city never recovered, and there
fore the event must have been associated with political 
turbulence and weakness (e.g. Liverani [1987]). In
land, groups of Aramaic-speaking people established 
new kingdoms in some of the central Syrian cities. In 
this very open and formative stage of Syrian society, 
the rulers of the Middle Assyrian Kingdom successful
ly penetrated the country and on several occasions 
reached the Mediterranean coast. However, around 
1000 B.C. western Syria had again reached a stage 
where the land was divided into a number of smaller 
kingdoms, ruled by a king located in a central town, 
but now of Aramaic extraction (Sader [1987]). The 
kingdom of Karkemish seems to have survived the tur
moil and continued a Hittite tradition in northern Syria 
(e.g. Klengel [1992] 182). Along the coast the Phoeni
cian centres began to reappear. This is the last phase 
with a city-state like political organisation of western 
Syria during antiquity.

The new political structure of western Syria 
repeated the well known pattem of the development
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Fig. 4. Hama during the Aramaic kingdom (ca. 1050-720 BC). The excavated area shows remains of large public buildings and colossal lion 
statues in basalt.

of political centres in larger towns or cities. In the 
beginning several towns or territories established 
themselves as independent states, but over time they 
became integrated into larger territorial states. This 
was particularly typical of the inland kingdoms, while 
in the coastal region the Phoenician harbour towns 
continued to have a small scale city-state structure 
based on their importance as entrepôts (Niemeyer, 
infra 90-2). In the southern inland there was a political 
centre at Damascus, in central Syria there was one at 
Hama, and in the north there were centres at Arpad 
(Tell Rifa’at), Karkemish, and Sam’al (Zencirli). An 
important catalyst for the centralisation was the strong 
imperialistic tradition of the Neo-Assyrian kings, 
which forced the Aramaic kings in Syria to form 
alliances in order to defend themselves against the 
growing threat from the east. The Assyrian kings’ 
habit of raiding Syria increased in intensity during the 
10th, 9th and 8th centuries. The purpose of the cam
paigns was primarily to obtain tribute from the towns 
and cedar wood from the mountains.

The excavation of Hama has brought to light a part 
of an Aramaic king’s palace (Hama period E [Fig. 4]). 
The citadel of the town was fortified with a wall 
through which a monumental gate gave access to a 
royal quarter. It consisted of a large open area, prob
ably adorned with free-standing basalt lions and ritual 

gear such as a huge basalt basin. Around the plaza 
were found remains of a huge building with store
rooms on the ground floor, perhaps for the supplies of 
an army unit quatered nearby. Next to the gate was 
located a palace of the traditional northern Syrian Bit 
Hilani type known from the Late Bronze Age. It may 
have been a royal residence, but its size and location 
make it more likely that it housed a high official of the 
king. From this royal quarter, which has not been 
completely excavated, another gate led to the other 
part of the citadel (Fugmann [1958] 150 ff.). The 
associated finds - e.g. the stelae with Luwian (Hittite 
hieroglyphs) and the cremation cemeteries - are 
evidence of the strong affinity of Hama to northern 
Syria and Anatolia during this period. The kings of 
Hama and Damascus tried to stop the Assyrian raids 
by forming alliances with other Syrian local kings, but 
internal conflicts among the local rulers also occurred 
as described by king Zakkur on a stele found at Tell 
Afis north of Hama (Clemens [1997] 388).

In the reign of the Assyrian king Tiglat-Pilesar it 
was finally decided to integrate Syria into the 
Assyrian empire as a province. Damascus fell in 732, 
Hama in 720. During the following centuries Syria 
remained a province under Assyrian, Babylonian and 
Achaemenid rule.
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Conclusion
Working from the available archaeological and histor
ical sources it is possible to identify some character
istic features of the political landscape of ancient 
western Syria. The period from 3500 through 720 
B.C. witnessed a series of repeated cycles. Each 
cycle moves from small independent and relatively 
unstructured political entities to large territorial states 
under foreign sovereignty. Behind the dynamics of the 
process is the existence of a settlement pattern in the 
region, established already during prehistory, with a 
number of settlements growing to become local 
centres. The most obvious reason for this develop
ment was the location of the towns near important 
trade routes or destinations (e.g. Ugarit or Aleppo) or 
at locations where the natural conditions favoured a 
concentration of population, e.g. in oases, besides 
rivers or in rich pasture lands. In each case the size of 
the hinterland was delimited by ecological or geolo
gical boundaries. The Syrian landscape therefore 
favours the emergence of a city-state culture.

By contrast with the Mesopotamian alluvial plain 
(Stone [1997]), the geographic conditions in Syria 
never favoured centralisation. Most of the towns were 
situated in regions often limited by natural barriers 
such as mountains or deserts. To some degree that 
explains why Syria during antiquity had a tendency to 
return to a political fragmentation into a number of 
smaller kingdoms, a structure which can be compared 
to a city-state system. However, the region was never 
left in peace, but constantly influenced by surrounding 
powers. This added momentum to the social and 
political dynamics of the region, which apparently 
resulted in a cyclic evolutionary pattern (Fig. 5).

When external powers threatened the Syrian king
doms, the kings tended to form alliances or to estab-

City - state 
empire

Fig. 5. Schematic presentation of the cycle of political organisation 
in ancient Syria.

lish kingdoms with larger territories and consequently 
better possibilities for matching the power of their 
neighbours. It is therefore possible to identify at least 
four basic stages in the development of a town or city, 
which eventually became the centre of a city-state:

A) The central town which has not yet developed a 
formal administrative system or political control 
such as a chief, a king or a council of elders.

B) The city-state characterised by a political organi
sation in which the ruler of the town also controls 
a small territory or enclave of ecological and geo
graphical homogeneity.

C) The territorial kingdom or “city-state empire", in 
which the ruler of a town or city has obtained 
control over neighbouring towns, which together 
represents a state composed of one hegemonial 
and a number of dependent city-states.

D) The provincial town which still has its former terri
torial size and structure, but is now ruled by foreign 
kings, (DI) either through governors, perhaps with 
the title of a king, or (D2) through mere officials.

This pattern is shown in Figure 6.
Stages B, C and DI can be described as city-state 

cultures. The physical appearance as documented by 
archaeological remains testifies to medium or large 
settlements of over 20 ha and often fortified by walls. 
These urban centres had a complex topography often 
containing an ancient tell formation, which became 
the acropolis of the city. Here were located temples 
and palaces and perhaps a garrison to protect the king. 
In the lower town outside the citadel were located 
other palaces and temples. Unfortunately, archaeolo
gical and historical data on the hinterland of a central 
town or city-state are still missing.

Despite a history characterised by numerous 
changes in the political and social system, the ancient 
Syrian landscape had a settlement pattern in which 
some nucleated settlements had already emerged as 
political centres during the Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
period. There was a tendency for these centres to 
develop into city-states, which however only lasted as 
long as external powers or interests stayed away from 
the Syrian scene. The ancient Syrian city-state culture 
constituted a very unstable system. That this process 
can be seen repeated perhaps as many as four times 
during three thousand years indicates that the 
formation of self-governing urban centres was a 
logical adaptation to the landscape of both the settle
ment pattern and the political organisation of the 
population.
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Fig. 6. Suggested cyclic development of the political organisation (y-axis) through time (x-axis) in ancient Syria.

Notes
1. For Mesopotamia, see Glassner and Trolle Larsen in this volume. 

For Phoenicia, see Niemeyer.
2. For a recent overview of the Ebla Early Bronze Age city and 

society see Milano 1995.
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The Palestinian City-States of the Bronze Age

John Strange

The Background
Palestine, both west and east of the river Jordan, the 
present day Israel, Palestine and Jordan, also called 
the Southern Levant, may be divided into five geo
graphical zones going from west to east. Along the 
Mediterranean lies the coastal strip or coastal zone, 
which is narrow in the north, but broadens towards the 
south. East of this we find the central mountain range 
which is a southern continuation of the Lebanon 
range. Between the coastal zone and the mountain 
range lie the lowlands, in this paper taken together 
with the coastal zone. To the east of the mountainous 
zone lies the Jordan-Arabah Valley, a part of the Rift 
Valley reaching from Turkey to East Africa, with the 
Lake of Tiberias and the Dead Sea below sea-level. 
Finally, east of the Jordan Valley lies the Transjor
danian mountain range which passes into the Syro- 
Arabian desert. The land is furthermore intersected by 
a number of cross-valleys going from west to east, 
notably the Jizre’el Valley (Strange [1998] 8-13 with 
frontispiece and maps 1 and 3).

In the mountains of Palestine the vegetation con
sisted of dense forests of oak, pistachio and carob 
trees, with some open spaces in between, while the 
rest of the land was steppe or even desert (Joffe [1993] 
25 with references; cf. Strange [1998] 13 map 5). A 
number of edible plants grew in this land, e.g. barley, 
emmer, peas, and lentils, while the fauna included 
dogs, sheep, goats, pigs and cattle (Redman [1978] 
112-140). This became the basis for the emergence of 
agriculture and of villages in the Neolithic Period. 
Later also viticulture was introduced, and olive oil 
production expanded. The land thus had great 
potential for agriculture and, later, urban centres to 
develop.

On the other hand, apart from being mountainous, 
the land was also hard to penetrate because of wild 
animals like bears, boars, wolves and lions, and it was 
regarded as a place unsuited for living by those Egypt
ians who traveled there.

“Lo, the miserable Asiatic,
He is wretched because of the place he’s in:

Short of water, bare of wood,
Its paths are many and painful because of 
mountains”

(Instructions for Merikare quoted from Lichtheim 
[1997] 64).

It is noteworthy that the country is described as short 
of water. Due to the peculiar pattern of rain, falling on 
the western slopes of the mountains and only in a 
rather short period in winter (cf. Strange [1998] 13 
with map 4 and diagram), people were dependent 
solely on the water from natural springs, until the 
water-tight water reservoir or the cistern was 
invented, some time in the second millennium B.C. 
The oldest example I know is from the Middle Bronze 
II B Period, 17th- 16th cent. BC (Yadin [1972] 38f.). A 
solution was found already in the large open reser
voirs in Arad and Ai; the oldest significantly coincide 
with the first walled cities of the Early Bronze II 
Period. They may reflect those found in Jawa in north
eastern Jordan from the Early Bronze I Period, and to 
have reservoirs was possibly an idea brought into 
Palestine, but forgotten with the Early Bronze Age 
(for Arad, see Stem [1993] 43; Amiran [1978] 13; for 
Ai, see Stem [1993] 78f.; Callaway [1978] 5If.; for 
Jawa, see Helms [1981] 157-98).

This country, on the other hand, fragmented into 
numerous small valleys and with difficult passage 
between its various parts, is ideally suited to the 
development of city-states, and was very seldom united 
into a larger unit except when under foreign rule.

In a discussion of the city-states in Palestine, it 
must also be taken into account that the great river 
civilizations in Mesopotamia and Egypt flourished 
contemporaneously with the Bronze Age Period in 
Palestine (ca. 3500-1200 BC), and that Palestine, 
together with Syria of which it is geographically an 
extension, was a transit area and open to influences 
from both civilizations (Strange [1998] 14 map 6; 17- 
20 maps 10-15).

In the Bronze Age, however, Egypt was the only 
great power which had an interest in dominating 
Palestine, as is attested by the inscriptions of the 
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Egyptian kings as well as by many literary sources 
found in Egypt.

The Evidence
As the population of Palestine in the greater part of 
the Bronze Age was illiterate, the evidence for city- 
states is mostly archaeological, and because of this we 
cannot adduce any proof that Palestine was organized 
into a number of city-states instead of a number of 
less institutionalized settlements such as we see in, 
e.g., the Neolithic Period. From one short period in 
history, however, viz., the Amama Age, the reign of 
Amenhotep IV/Akhenaten (1352-36) and a short 
period before, corresponding archaeologically to the 
Late Bronze II Period, we have a corpus of texts 
pertaining to the city-states of Palestine (for the 
Amama letters, see conveniently Izre’el [1995] 2411- 
19). In this period it is demonstrable that Palestine 
was split up into city-states, and by inference it is 
reasonable to postulate a similar kind of political 
organization during the other periods of the Bronze 
Age, at least from the Early Bronze II Period when the 
first walled cities emerged.

As the city-states are best known from the Amarna 
Period of the Late Bronze Age, these will be taken as 
a model for Palestinian city-states during the entire 
Bronze Age. The city-state system of the Amarna 
Period has been investigated many times, most 
recently in an exhaustive treatment by Finkelstein 
(1997), who skilfully combines archaeological and 
written evidence. This study is largely based on the 
results of Finkelstein’s work.

History
In the Neolithic and Chalcolithic Periods (ca. 8/7000 - 
3500 BC) all of Palestine, both west and east of the 
river Jordan, was settled in a large number of villages. 
Although the oldest large towns in the area go back to 
the Neolithic Period - e.g. Jericho west of the Jordan 
river (Kenyon [1993] 674-78) and Ain Ghazal east of 
the river at the edge of the desert (Rollefson [1997] 
36-38) - they can hardly be called cities; more likely 
they should be viewed as large conglomerations of 
houses or large villages.

The Chalcolithic Age ended ca. 3500 BC with a 
collapse, a catastrophe caused by either a climatic 
change or an invasion (Gonen [1992] 79f.), although 
any explanation seems to be, at best, tentative.

In the Early Bronze I Period (ca. 3500-3000 BC) 
Palestine on both sides of the river was densely settled 

(Joffe [1993] 39-61 with fold-out map), in the south 
under heavy Egyptian influence (Gophna [1995] 277- 
80), but in the north probably also influenced by immi
grant groups from the north (Hennesy [1967] 35-46).

At the end of the Early Bronze I Period, around 
3000 BC, there was a population crisis all over the 
country: many large settlements shrank to a fraction 
of their former size, and others were abandoned, while 
the population became pastoralists or migrants (Fin
kelstein [1995] 49-55; Gophna [1995] 273f.). This is a 
recurring phenomenon in the history of Palestine 
especially after the beginning of the Bronze Age. 
Every now and then there is a break in settlement, a 
collapse of urbanized society: the cities and villages 
dwindle or disappear, the population drops and people 
become pastoralists or migrants (the best description 
of this pattern is Finkelstein [1995]). Such periods are 
found already between the Pre-Pottery Neolithic 
Period and the Pottery Neolithic Period; between the 
Pottery Neolithic Period and the Chalcolithic Period; 
between the Chalcolithic Period and Early Bronze 
Age; at the end of the Early Bronze Age in the Inter
mediate Early Bronze/Middle Bronze Period (corre
sponding to the First Intermediate Period in Egypt); at 
the end of the Middle Bronze Age in the Middle 
Bronze/Late Bronze Intermediate Period (corre
sponding to the Second Intermediate Period in Egypt); 
at the end of the Late Bronze Age in the Late Bronze/ 
Iron Age Intermediate Period (partly corresponding to 
the Third Intermediate Period in Egypt cf. Kitchen 
[1973]); and later also at least in the Ottoman Period 
from the conquest of Palestine by Suleiman the Mag
nificent in 1517 to the conquest by the British in 1917 
(Lemche [1985] 134; Strange [forthcoming a]). The 
reasons for this pattem are still obscure, but certainly 
climatic change sometimes plays a role, most notably 
in the case of the Early Bronze Age to Middle Bronze 
Age Intermediate Period caused by a drought, and 
coinciding with the First Intermediate Period in Egypt 
(Joffe [1993] 89-93).

When society recovered in Early Bronze Age II 
(about 2900 BC), it was on a much smaller scale. 
There were fewer and smaller settlements, but several 
were now walled, and the southern Levant became 
urbanized (Joffe [1993] 64f,68-79 with fold-out map). 
In the present state of knowledge it is impossible to 
decide whether this urbanization was an indigenous 
development (Finkelstein [1995b]; Gophna [1995] 
274f.), or whether it was the result of diffusion from 
either Egypt, which had dominated southern Palestine 
in the Early Bronze Age I (Kempinski and Gilead 
[1991] 189), or from the north, as Tell Jawa, the 
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earliest walled town in the southern Levant, was built 
already at the end of Early Bronze Age I (see also 
Joffe [1993] 63-87).

Be this as it may, a number of fortified cities were 
built all over the country, cities which were apparently 
organized as independent city-states in a peer-polity 
system. They constituted a network with territory of 
various sizes, depending apparently on the geograph
ical and geopolitical conditions, but surely also on the 
opportunity for agriculture and trade. These city- 
states lasted until the Early Bronze/Middle Bronze 
Intermediate Period (ca. 2300-2000 BC) when the 
cities were abandoned, and the population of the 
country became nomads.

In the Early Bronze II Period we find Dan (Tell el- 
Qadi Palestine Grid 211294), Kadesh (Khirbet Qadish 
PG 199279), Kabri (el-Tell and el-Nahr PG 163268), 
Shimron (Khirbet Sammuniyeh PG 170234), Beth 
Yerah (Khirbet Kerak PG 204236), Tell el-Muhaffer 
(PG 170205), Apheq (Tell Ras el-Ain PG 143168), 
Tell el-Far’ah (North PG 182182), Khirbet el- 
Makhruq (PG 198171), Tell Yarmut (Khirbet el- 
Yarmuk PG 147124), Ai (el-Tell PG 174147) and 
Arad (Tell Arad PG 162075); see Fig. 1.

Later in the Early Bronze III Period we find Dan, 
Kedesh, Kabri, Hazor (Tell Waqqas PG 203269), 
Shimron, Beth Yerah, Megiddo (Tell el-Mutesellim 
PG 167221), Beth-Shan (Tell el-Husn PG 197212), 
Tel Yarmut, Ai and Tel Erani (Tell el-Sheikh Ahmed 
el-‘Areini PG 129133); see Fig. 2 (Finkelstein 
[1995b] 57-64 with maps).

The factors taken into consideration by Finkelstein 
are:

1. The size of the cities.
2. The presence and strength of fortifications systems.
3. Further evidence for public construction.
4. The settlement patterns in the countryside.
5. Geographical logic.
6. The situation at the beginning of the second mille

nium.

For Palestine east of Jordan, only two major sites have 
been excavated, Bab el-Dhrah and Zeraqoun (this is to 
be linked closely with Tell el-Fukhar, see Strange 
[1997]), and there is not yet sufficient material to 
allow territorial reconstruction (Finkelstein [1995] 
56).

This system collapsed at the end of the Early 
Bronze Age, ca. 2300 BC, and the country entered the 
Early Bronze Age/Middle Bronze Age Intermediate 
Period.

Fig. 1. EB II peer-polity centres (Finkelstein [1997]).

After 2000, at the beginning of the Middle Bronze 
Age, the cities in Palestine reemerged, and with them 
also the city-states. Again it is probable that it was dif
fusion from the north, as the earliest pottery from the 
Middle Bronze suggests.

Naturally the new city-states were centered around 
the same settlements as before the intermediate 
period, either in Early Bronze II or in the Early 
Bronze III Period, the places probably dictated by 
geo-political conditions, although Finkelstein finds a 
few new city-state locations: Akko (Tell el-Fukhar 
PG 158258), Dor (Khirbet el-Burj PG 142224), 
Shechem (Tell Balata PG 177179), Gezer (Tell Abu 
Shusha PG 142140), Jerusalem, Tell el-Safi (PG
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Fig. 2. EB III peer-polity centres (Finkelstein [1997]).

135123), Ashkelon (Asqalan PG 197189), Lakish 
(Tell Duweir PG 135108) and Tell el-‘Ajjul (PG 
093097); the other city-states being Dan, Hazor, 
Kabri, Shimron, Megiddo, Beth Shan, Apheq, 
(Finkelstein [1992] 215); see Fig. 3.

These city-states then probably survived to the end 
of the Late Bronze Age, when Palestine was again 
partly depopulated and the inhabitants nomadized as 
the result of a longer population crisis during the Late 
Bronze Age. Some cities survived even longer 
(Strange, infra 129). After the Late Bronze Age/Iron 
Age Transition Period a new set of states, the so- 
called territorial states Israel and Judah on the western 
side of the river Jordan, and Ammon and Moab and, a 

little later, Edom, emerged. Only on the coastal strip 
did a new set of city-states, the Philistine city-states, 
survive, but now with a new population (Strange, 
infra 129-30).

The following section focuses on the city-states of 
the Amarna Period, because, as mentioned above, that 
is the only period for which, in addition to archae
ological evidence, a number of written sources enable 
us to reconstruct the political organization of society.

In this period Palestine west of the river was divid
ed into 14 city-states. It is more difficult to be precise 
about Palestine east of the river, as the number of 
Amarna letters from this part of Palestine is limited; 
in fact only the northern part is attested in the letters
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Fig. 4. The LB city-states (Finkelstein [1997]).

--------Border of City-state • Category B 
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] Egyptian centre
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(see map, Helck [1971] 188), and the southern part 
of Jordan south of Wadi Hesa was settled only by 
nomads (Bienkowski [1992; 1996]; Strange [forth
coming b]).

The City-States
Territory and number of settlements
The territory of the states ranged from 2500 sq.km. 
(Hazor, which strictly speaking belonged more to 
Syria than Palestine) to 375 sq.km. (Akshaph); their 
size depended apparently on the geographical and 
economic possibilities. I will list them according to 
their geographical distribution; the details are taken 
from Finkelstein (1997). Of course this is one pro
posal among others, as Finkelstein himself is aware 

([1997] 237, 240-42). For a full tabulation, see Finkel
stein (1997) 246f, with description pp. 231-40, Fig. 4.

The coastal zone with the lowlands. Akko, 600 sq.km, 
with 5600 inhabitants in 14 settlements, capital Akko 
(Tell el-Fukhar PG 158258).

Akshaph, 375 sq.km, with 2000 inhabitants in 11 
settlements, capital Akshaph not identified. The state 
had the important harbour Tell Abu Hawam.

Gath-padalla, 1150 sq.km with 6200 inhabitants in 
25 settlements, capital Gath-padalla (Jatt PG 154200).

Gezer, 1150 sq.km, with 7200 inhabitants in 25 
settlements, capital Gezer (Tell Gezer PG 142140). 
In this city-state the Egyptian stronghold Jaffa was 
situated on the coast.

Ashkelon, 650 sq.km, with 4700 inhabitants in 12 
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settlements, capital Ashkelon (Asqalan PG 197189). 
In my opinion, however, Ashdod (PG 117129) lying 
between Jaffa and Ashkelon, should in view of its 
importance and its inhabitation from the Late Bronze 
II Period (Dothan and Freedman [1967] 8f., 74-77) be 
treated as an independent city-state, although it is not 
mentioned in the Amarna tablets.

Yurza, 600 sq.km, with 5600 inhabitants in 11 
settlements, capital not identified. This city-state was 
situated north of the Nahal Besor/Wadi Ghazzeh, the 
border to Egypt. In this city-state was situated the 
Egyptian main stronghold in the province, Gaza (Tell 
Ghazze PG 099101), the capital of the province 
Kanaan.

Gath, 650 sq.km, with 12,600 inhabitants in 28 
settlements, capital Gath (Tell el-Safi PG 135123).

Lakish, 950 sq.km, with 7000 inhabitants in 35 
settlements, capital Lakish (Tell Duweir PG 135108).

The mountainous zone. Shechem, 2300 sq.km, with 
4400 inhabitants in 24 settlements. To the number 
of inhabitants an additional number coming from 
pastoral groups might be postulated. Capital Shechem 
(Tell Balata PG 177179).

Jerusalem, 2400 sq.km, with 1500 inhabitants in 8 
settlements, capital Jerusalem. The capital was prob
ably only a military stronghold, as there is doubt about 
the existence of Jerusalem in the Late Bronze Age 
(Franken and Steiner [1992]; Steiner [1998] 149-50). 
I tend to agree with Finkelstein ([1997] 235) that 
Jerusalem must have been inhabited, as LB pottery 
has been found in the excavations and in tombs, and 
also because of building elements from an Egyptian 
temple found in the vicinity (Barkay [1996]). Also 
here should be added without doubt a number of 
people coming from pastoral groups.

The valleys. Shimron, in the northern Jizre’el valley, 
550 sq.km, with 3800 inhabitants in 25 settlements, 
capital Shimron (Khirbet Sammuniyeh PG 170234).

Megiddo, controlling the Jizre’el valley, 700 sq.km, 
with 7400 inhabitants in 24 settlements, capital 
Megiddo (Tell el-Mutesellim PG 221168).

Rehob, controlling the northern Jordan valley west 
of the river, 850 sq.km, with 4700 inhabitants in 46 
settlements, capital Rehob (Tell el-Sarem PG 
197207). In this city-state the Egyptian stronghold 
Beth-Shan (Tell el Husn PG 197212) was situated.

Hazor, controlling the Huie Valley and Upper 
Galilee, and by far the largest city-state and city in 
Palestine, 2500 sq.km, with 16,600 inhabitants in 34 
settlements, capital Hazor (Tell Waqqas PG 203269) 

with at least 65 hectares built-up area and more than 
10,000 inhabitants. North of Hazor, Kumidu, an 
important city-state and Egyptian provincial capital, 
was situated in the Bekaa Valley.

East of the Jordan. Here the situation is not clear, 
partly because the Amarna letters are not very inform
ative, partly because the northern part of the area east 
of the Jordan is not so well investigated. But at least 
some city-states can be identified, as several names 
are mentioned in the letters.

Ashtarot (Tell Ashtara), north of the Yarmuk river, 
controlled by king Ayyub (Amarna letter 256; 
Albright [1943] 9-15; Helck [1971] 184), bordering 
on Pella.

Garu, a land mentioned in Amarna letter 256, east 
of Lake Tiberias in Jaulan (Albright [1943]); the 
capital is unknown.

Zarqu, mentioned in Amarna letter 256 as lying 
between Pella and Ashtarot, could be a city-state, if 
the identification with Tell el-Fukhar in Wadi Shellale 
(PG 239222) is correct (Kamiah [1993] 101-27). A 
large palace was found in the excavations there, and 
while it is from the period immediately following the 
Amarna Period, it could well be a successor to a 
palace from the period, as a number of heirlooms from 
earlier periods in the Late Bronze Age were found in 
its destruction layer (Strange [1997] 402).

Pella (Tabaqat Fahl PG 207206), south of the 
Yarmuk river, controlled by king Mutbalu (Finkelstein 
[1997] 237).

Still other names are mentioned in the Amarna let
ters, but it is very doubtful how many of them repre
sent city-states (cf. map Helck [1971] 188).

Population. As mentioned in the list above, Finkel
stein has estimated the size of the population in the 
city-states; his accumulated number for western 
Palestine is 89,500 in 323 settlements with a total 
built-up area of 446.8 hectares, with a density coeffi
cient of 200 people per built-up hectare (Finkelstein 
[1997] 244), to which should be added a number of 
people from pastoral groups, living in symbiosis with 
the settlers of the towns, but who have left no trace in 
the archaeological record. This number is of course 
arbitrary. First of all the estimate of the actual size of 
the settlements in the Late Bronze Age is to a large 
degree dependent on surveys, and not on excavations, 
and is consequently quite arbitrary (Finkelstein [1997] 
227; cf. Palumbo [1994] 1, 14f.). Furthermore, the 
coefficient of 200 persons per sq.km, is little more 
than a guess. Others have used 250, and the estimates 
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for the population of Late Bronze Age Palestine range 
from 200,000 to 46,000 (Finkelstein [1997] 244).

The population density varied considerably, 
ranging, according to Finkelstein’s estimates, from 
19.4 persons per sq.km, in the fertile lowlands to 1.9 
person per sq.km, in the mountainous woodlands and 
the deserts (for details see Finkelstein [1997] 246f).

Ethnic and political identity. There is no informa
tion as to the ethnic and political identity of the 
inhabitants of the city-states.

Settlement pattern. There seems to have been a 
three-layer system or perhaps a four-layer system, if 
the Egyptian military strongholds were a level above 
the city-states. From the Amarna letters, however, it 
seems that the kings of the city-states reported directly 
to Pharaoh’s court.

Of the first rank were the capitals of the city-states, 
many of them fortified; under them were - presum
ably - the larger settlements, towns with between 1 
and 5 hectares of built-up area (category C); and be
low that villages (category A and B). On the map the 
categories are A: up to 0.3 hectares; B: 0.31-1 
hectares; C: 1.1-5 hectares; D: 5.1-10 hectares; E: 
over 10 hectares. Many of the names of the towns are 
mentioned in the Amarna letters, while others are not 
mentioned at all, corroborating a difference in impor
tance.

Citizenship. We have no real information on citizen
ship in the later sense of the word. Probably citizen
ship derived from birth or residence in a particular 
place, with certain privileges for freeborns as against 
slaves (Bruce [1992]). Attention must, however, be 
brought to the Habiru or SA.GAZ, a class of people, 
known all over the Near East from the 19th to the 12th 
centuries BC. It is a social category of refugees, 
hardly ever belonging to the place where they live, 
mostly coming from other places. They were 
employed as craftsmen, soldiers or the like, but they 
were also outlaws outside the control of the states. 
They were especially numerous towards the end of the 
Bronze Age (Lemche [1992]).

Urbanization. The emergence of city-states coincides 
with the urbanization of Palestine.

Economy. The economy of the city-states was first 
and foremost based on agriculture. The Egyptian texts 
and paintings testify to a considerable export of agri
cultural products: thus we hear of grain, cattle, sheep 

and goats, and also horses (Helck [1971] 370-74). 
Wine especially seems to have been a great export 
article. It has been possible to reconstruct the wine 
industry and export to a considerable degree (Wen
grow [1996]): the wine was produced in the highlands 
and transported in a special kind of vessel, collared- 
rim-jars, to the coast from where it was exported. Also 
beer is mentioned (Helck [1971] 396). Other products 
include timber (Helck [1971] 374-79) and copper 
(Helck [1971] 384-86), although the Egyptian temple 
at Timna in the Araba Valley points to the fact that 
production was in Egyptian hands and out of reach 
of the city-states (Rothenberg [1972] 125-207; 
[1993]).

This brisk trade was of course not only directed 
towards Egypt; undoubtedly it was also directed at 
other markets in the Eastern Mediterranean. This is 
evident from the many shipwrecks from the Late 
Bronze Age found in the sea (Renfrew and Bahn 
[1991] 327-29; Demakopoulou [1999]), and also from 
imports illustrated, e.g., by the enormous amount of 
Cypriot and Mycenaean pottery found in Palestine 
(Amiran [1969] 167-190; Leonard [1994]). In the 
Late Bronze Age Palestine with its city-states was as a 
part of the Egyptian empire, integrated into the inter
national community of the Eastern Mediterranean and 
the Near East (Strange 11987] 2-7).

There also seems to have been internal trade: at Tell 
el-Fukhar in northern Jordan the excavators found a 
cooking pot from the Late Bronze Age II Period, 
shown by NAA analysis to have been made in the 
region of Gaza (McGovern [1997] 423f.), perhaps 
testifying to the production of pottery there for export 
to other markets in the Levant.

The pattern of international trade indicates that the 
rather small city-states on the coast were, primarily, 
trade centers.

Religion. The religion of the city-states seems to have 
been the common Levantine religion (Day [1992] 
with literature), as it is known from, e.g., the Ugaritic 
texts; furthermore the religion is well attested as syn
cretistic by the great number of statues, reliefs and 
seals depicting the various gods (see Weippert [1988] 
293-317; Keel und Uehlinger [1993]). There is no evi
dence of the special cult of a god or goddess as patron 
of the individual city-state. On the other hand, it is 
remarkable that at least from the Middle Bronze Age 
and onward, the temples, especially the “Langhaus- 
temples”, are often built in close proximity to the 
royal palace. It may be inferred that there was a close 
connection between the king and the gods, perhaps in 
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the form of divine kingship (for temples, see Weippert 
[1988] 276-93).

Defence. In the Middle Bronze Age the defence of the 
cities was based largely on glacis systems and huge, 
elaborately constructed embankments or ramparts 
with a straight-axis gateway flanked by two or three 
piers (Kempinski [1992] 175-77; Finkelstein [1992]; 
Bunimovitz [1992]). This was an innovation first seen 
in northern Syria, e.g. Ebla/Tell Mardikh (Matthiae 
[1992] 118-19; [1997] 181; Bunimovitz [1992] 223; 
see however Parr [1968]), but it spread all over the 
Levant. In Palestine the finest example is at Hazor 
(Yadin [1975] 129-142), but such fortifications are 
found at many other places too, e.g. Jericho, Lakish, 
Megiddo, Shechem and Apheq. Whether the ramparts 
were solely for defensive purposes is, however, a 
moot point; it has recently been suggested that the real 
purpose was propaganda or prestige (Finkelstein 
[1992] 212-214; Bunimovitz [1992] 225-228).

Whatever their main purpose, some of these fortifi
cations were still in use in the Late Bronze Age, if 
they were intact, but others had decayed, and the cities 
were then without proper fortifications, or they had a 
row of houses along the perimeter of the old ramparts, 
e.g., at Megiddo and Timna (Tell Batashi PG 141132), 
where the interior of the town was filled up with 
debris (Gonen [1992] 217f.; Herzog [1992] 848). The 
reason for this is presumably that the Egyptian over- 
lords considered new fortifications to be a preparation 
for rebellion and had them banned (Gonen [1992] 
218).

In the Amama letters we read about aggression and 
wars between the kings of the city-states, and time 
after time the weaker part appeals to Pharaoh to order 
his governor (rabisu) in Palestine to send help. The 
number of soldiers requested is surprisingly small; 50 
bow-men seem to be sufficient to decide the issue 
(Na’aman [1992] 176-7).

Government. In the Amama Age the texts show us 
that the government was monarchical; each city-state 
had a king, although the Egyptian overlords called 
him hazannu - ruler - like an Egyptian mayor of a 
city (Na’aman [1992] 178). In earlier periods kingship 
is attested by the numerous palaces found in all exca
vated cities (see Weippert [1988] 160-66, 228-33, 
271-76). For the Middle Bronze Age this is at least 
a reasonable inference. For the Early Bronze Age, 
however, it is impossible to ascertain whether the 
palaces are evidence of a kingship, or whether they 
should rather be understood as élite residences, the 

élite perhaps connected with the temples (Joffe [1993] 
84-86).

Self-government. During most of the time, the city- 
states of Palestine were almost certainly independent, 
although we have no direct information. The only 
period for which we have good evidence is the Late 
Bronze Age, especially the Amarna Age. In this 
period, after the conquest of Tutmosis III in 1453 (low 
chronology, cf. Kitchen [1987]), Palestine was under 
Egyptian domination (Redford [1993] 125-213). The 
control exerted by the Egyptians was usually rather 
loose. Most of the time they just maintained their 
overlordship over the local kings of the city-states, 
and over the roads. In the Amama Age at the end of 
the XVIII Dynasty this control threatened to break 
down completely. However, the strong Pharaohs at the 
beginning of the XIX Dynasty, Sety I and Ramesses 
II, reasserted Egyptian power through a regular mili
tary occupation, and tight administrative control as is 
witnessed by the numerous Egyptian “governor’s res
idences” all over Palestine (Weippert [1988] 271- 
274), and by Egyptian garrisons and immigrants in 
some places (Singer [1988]; Weinstein [1992] 17-22). 
This control waned towards the end of the Dynasty, 
when Palestine entered the Late Bronze Age/Iron Age 
Intermediate Period (Strange [forthcoming a] and 
Strange, infra 136).

By means of rank-size distributions it may perhaps 
be possible to prove that the city-states of at least the 
southern part of Palestine were subject to a central 
power also in the Middle Bronze II B Period (ca. 
1750-1550 BC), the so-called Hyksos Period or the 
Second Intermediate Period in Egypt (for this, see 
Ryholt [1977]), where we find signs of an adminis
trative integration under the city Sharuhen, the main 
Egyptian stronghold in southern Palestine (Buni
movitz [1995] 322-323 with further references). 
Shamhen was probably a provincial capital in the 
Hyksos state with its capital Avaris (Tell el-Daba’) 
(for this city and its influence, see Bietak [1996]; for 
Sharuhen, see Oren [1997]).

Another integrated system in the Jezre’el Valley in 
the north of Palestine seems to have been centered 
around Megiddo and Shimron (Bunimovitz [1995] 
323).

For other periods of the Bronze Age we have no 
evidence to show dependent status, and we have to 
assume that, as a rule, the geographical fragmentation 
of Palestine favoured self-government. From archaeo
logical considerations Finkelstein has postulated a 
system of peer-polity centers covering Palestine west 
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of the Jordan in the Early Bronze II Period and 
another in the Early Bronze III Period ([1995 b] 57- 
64).
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The Old Assyrian City-State

Mogens Trolle Larsen

(Respondent: Jean-Jacques Glassner)

In the Copenhagen Polis Centre’s original research 
program written by Mogens Herman Hansen, one 
finds the claim that “at the beginning of the 2nd mill
ennium B.C. Assur was hardly a ‘city-state’ but the 
capital of an empire which controlled a cluster of 
dependent colonies around Kanesh in Anatolia” 
(Hansen [19941 11). In support of this statement one 
finds a reference to my book entitled “The Old 
Assyrian City-State and its Colonies” (Larsen 
[19761). Hansen has since changed his mind (see 20 
supra)', but before going into the specifics of the 
argument in favour of the city-state interpretation, I 
shall briefly present an outline of the geographical and 
historical setting.

Assur was a small city located on a cliff that juts out 
into the Tigris just north of the point where the river 
breaks through the low mountain chain Jebel Hamrin. 
It was located as the southernmost of the cities that are 
found in the north, the area normally referred to as 
“Assyria”; Assur was therefore on a kind of frontier 
towards the south, where the Sumerian and later 
Babylonian regions lay. It was furthermore situated on 
the border between the steppe to the west, the agricul
tural lands towards the north where agriculture based 
on rainfall was possible, and the plain east of the river 
Tigris where the main roads leading east-west and 
north-south passed.

The region immediately adjacent to the city cannot 
count on sufficient rainfall every year to allow for 
dry farming, and the river Tigris is unsuitable for irri
gation. The city itself accordingly appears to have 
been dependent on more than one type of economic 
activity from its earliest history, and the relationship 
to the Bedouin tribes of the steppes was obviously of 
paramount importance. Oates has pointed out that 
during recent times the sheikhs of such tribes had their 
headquarters in the modem village of Shergat that lies 
close to the ruins of ancient Assur (Oates [1968] 20- 
21).

The city’s earliest history, reaching back presum

ably to the early third millennium B.C., cannot be 
described on the basis of the available evidence.1 
Assur was only one of a number of relatively pros
perous settlements in the northern region, where one 
finds such important towns as Arbela and Nineveh. 
Assur was, however, in part due to its location on the 
border of the arable lands, a special city—the gateway 
to the south, i.e. the immensely fertile alluvial plain 
that later became “Babylonia”, and an important point 
of contact with the roving nomads of the western 
steppes.

The peculiar religious significance of the city evi
dent from the fact, for instance, that the site and its 
god had the same name and in some not very clear 
fashion were seen as aspects of one and the same phe
nomenon cannot be described in any detail for this 
early period. It has been suggested that annual 
religious activities which involved desert Bedouin 
could have been part of the raison d’etre of the city 
(Oppenheim [1964] 98-100, 168).

What we call the Old Assyrian period lasted from 
about 1920 to 1800 B.C. Surprisingly, our knowledge 
of the city in this period comes not from Assur itself, 
but primarily from a site in central Anatolia, Kültepe, 
a mound that covers the ancient city of Kanesh, 
located some 30 km east of modern-day Kayseri (see 
illustration 1). Assur was excavated over more than 
ten years at the turn of the last century, but very little 
material concerning the earliest phases of the city’s 
history was uncovered. We have a small selection of 
brief and terse royal building inscriptions and a 
scattering of - mostly unpublished - texts which 
appear to stem from private archives found in the city. 
Nothing in these texts could even begin to hint at the 
special character of the city.

However, since about 1885 a very large number of 
texts from this period have been uncovered at Kül
tepe; until 1948 these all came from robber diggings, 
but since that year Turkish archaeologists directed by 
Professor Tahsin Ôzgüç have conducted annual cam-
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Fig. 1. The Near East in the Second Millennium B.C.



The Old Assyrian City-State 79

paigns at the site, and these have resulted in the dis
covery of fifteen to twenty thousand texts;2 to this 
number should then be added the ca. four thousand 
documents dug up by the villagers and sold to 
museums and collectors before proper excavations 
began. About one-fourth of the total number of texts 
have been published.

The texts are written in the archaic dialect we now 
call Old Assyrian, and they stem from the archives 
kept by private commercial firms that had offices at 
ancient Kanesh, but whose main headquarters were in 
Assur. The texts therefore describe the functioning of 
the Old Assyrian society, throwing light not only on 
the conditions in Anatolia, more than a thousand kilo
metres away from Assur, but also on those prevailing 
in Assur itself, from where a large part of the letters 
discovered were sent. Obviously, the fact that we have 
practically no texts from Assur itself places some 
limitations on our analysis; we lack the administrative 
archives of the government and have to reconstruct its 
functioning by way of the references found especially 
in letters written by people who are engaged in inter
action of various kinds with officials and political 
institutions. On the other hand, such references 
provide a practical, non-ideological description of 
everyday reality.

The City-State Argument
In the following discussion I shall present the evi
dence concerning Assur in the Old Assyrian period in 
terms of the criteria set out by the symposiarch.

Territory. During the period discussed here the city 
was ruled by a local dynasty, but it clearly did not 
exert any political or military dominance on more 
than a small region around it. In that respect Assur fits 
the model suggested for a city-state. Since our textual 
material stems from the archives at Kültepe, it is 
understandable that affairs in the homeland around 
Assur are referred to quite rarely, and only in cases 
where the addressee in distant Anatolia would have a 
special reason for taking an interest. There is one, 
unpublished reference in the known material to the 
main city of the northern region, Nineveh; it is a 
casual note about the cost of transportation for a car
avan that went via this town, but at least it tells us that 
the other main urban centres in the region were inhab
ited at this time, and that they may be assumed to have 
taken part in contemporary commercial life.3

The idea of a kind of Old Assyrian empire 
stretching all the way to central Anatolia was in fact 

suggested some decades ago by Julius and Hildegard 
Lewy,4 but it has been abandoned by all scholars 
working in the field in favour of the model of a com
mercial penetration that was not in any way linked to 
military expansion. One should realise that the avail
able textual material from such sites as Mari and 
Shubat-Enlil/Shehna clearly shows that the lands 
between Assur and Anatolia, hundreds of kilometres 
of steppe-land in northern Syria with a large number 
of independent political units, mainly small territorial 
states, were certainly not under any kind of political 
control from Assur. In an imperial scenario these 
regions would have had to be traversed regularly not 
only by commercial caravans, but by armies as well. 
A treaty set up between the ruler of ancient Shehna in 
northern Syria and Assur - unfortunately so heavily 
damaged that its stipulations are quite uncertain - 
coupled with scattered references to merchants from 
Assur in the roughly contemporary texts from Mari, 
indicates that this city was a commercial, not a mili
tary power (Eidem [1991]).

Population. It is notoriously difficult to reconstruct 
population figures for ancient cities. Assur in this 
period covered about 35 hectares, and a certain part of 
this area must have been taken up by temples. The most 
ancient defensive works of the city were not investi
gated by the excavators, but it seems that the area of 
the city itself was being expanded during this phase of 
its life, with new walls being constructed. There is no 
estimate of the number of people known from the 
Kültepe texts so far published who were citizens of 
Assur, but it seems safe to assume that between 2 and 
4,000 individuals are known to have been actively 
engaged in the trade conducted from Assur during a 
period of some 50-60 years. A considerable number of 
these spent the larger part of their lives abroad. Assur 
must have had 7-10,000 inhabitants.

Urbanisation. Although the statement of the sym
posiarch with respect to the possibility of more than 
one urban centre in a city-state is debatable on the 
basis of earlier Mesopotamian (Sumerian) evidence, 
there is no question that Assur in the Old Assyrian 
period was the city, referred to in nearly all texts 
simply as “the City”, alum. For the Assyrians there 
was clearly only one “city”, despite the fact that they 
were in daily contact with urban populations in Ana
tolia, Syria and Babylonia. Occasionally Assur was 
referred to as alum Assur, “the City Assur”, though 
never simply as Assur (Larsen [1976] 116-117). We 
do not even have references to secondary settlements
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Fig. 2. Diagram showing the pattern of the Old Assyrian trading network. Courtesy K.R. Veenhof.

such as villages around Assur, although these must 
surely have existed.5

In contrast, the commercial establishments in Ana
tolia were referred to with the word karum, meaning 
something like “port” and often rendered as “colony”; 
the original Sumerian term denoted a quay or an 
embankment at a city, the logical place for commer
cial transactions, and this developed into river ports; 
the word was used both for the physical reality and for 
the community of traders whose work was linked to 
the port. In Old Assyrian usage the term became com
pletely divorced from the physical aspect of a river
port and came to mean any commercial establishment 
of a certain size and importance; the Kanesh Port, for 
instance, was not located on a river.

Establishments of lesser importance, and probably 
size, were called wabartum, a word which is related to 
the Assyrian term for “a guest” and which we usually 
translate as “station”. The entire system seems to have 
comprised some ten “ports” and a similar number of 
“stations”.6

These commercial establishments were not 
colonies in the same sense as, e.g., the ones estab
lished in the Mediterranean region by Phoenicians and 
Greeks. They were not new settlements founded by 

colonists, and consequently should not be understood 
as independent in some sense of the local towns; 
instead, they formed part of the urban spaces already 
in existence. A recently published text shows that 
the Assyrian Port authorities in a discussion with the 
local king and queen referred to the karum, where an 
Assyrian trader had his house, as “your city”.7 
Accordingly, the network of Ports and Stations did not 
represent any kind of conquest, but existed on the 
basis of a set of rules contained in sworn treaties 
entered into by the Assyrian authorities and by the 
local, Anatolian rulers. Their nature will be further 
discussed under the heading “settlement pattern”.

Economy. As mentioned, agriculture in the immed
iate environs of Assur was always a somewhat risky 
affair due to the chance of drought, and it seems that 
foodstufs, primarily grain, were regularly brought to 
the city and sold on the market. There are numerous 
references in letters to the need to store quantities of 
grain for the winter, but not one reference to agricul
tural production.

On the other hand, the textual documentation from 
Kültepe/Kanesh shows Assur to have been a commer
cial city. It was a transit centre for the trade in tin and 
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textiles, goods that came from the east and from the 
alluvial plain in the south respectively. We do not 
know exactly where the tin came from, but as things 
stand we have to reckon with the possibility of a 
source in Afghanistan; a less distant, now exhausted 
tin-source, for instance in the mountain ranges sur
rounding the Iranian plateau, remains a perhaps more 
likely possibility. As to the textiles, some of these 
were clearly produced in Assur itself, but most of 
them presumably came from the cities in the south, 
where there was a long tradition of producing woollen 
products of very high quality (see figure 2) (Veenhof 
[1972]).

These commodities were exported from Assur to 
Anatolia, where they were sold for silver; the best 
available - highly cautious - estimate for the quanti
ties involved in the trade over a period of about 40-50 
years is 100,000 textiles and 100 tons of tin. Since the 
latter commodity was destined for the production of 
bronze (we are in what the archaeologists term the 
Middle Bronze Age in this region of the world), it 
goes without saying that the trade in copper - which 
took place within Anatolia itself, where large deposits 
were available for mining - must have involved quan
tities of at least 1,000 tons. We are accordingly 
speaking of quantities that would account for the pro
duction of, for instance, 1-1.5 million bronze swords 
(Dercksen [1996]).

It is very difficult to establish fair estimates of the 
quantities of silver that went in the other direction, 
from Anatolia to Assur, in exchange for the tin and the 
textiles, but it cannot have been less than between 20 
and 25 tons.

Woollen textiles could of course be produced any
where in the Near Eastern region, and we must 
assume that every area had its own special tradition 
with respect to patterns, colours, size etc. The textiles 
involved in the Old Assyrian trade fall into a number 
of different categories, some of which were named 
after towns or regions. The fact that such products, 
based on a technology available everywhere, could 
form the basis for a lucrative trade, should probably 
be understood on the basis of two considerations: 
1) some textiles, such as those produced in the 
Babylonian cities, must have been seen as highly 
prestigious luxury commodities, whose quality and 
characteristics could not be matched by local pro
ducers; and 2) although the trade in textiles was even 
more profitable to the traders than that in tin, it was 
the latter commodity that formed the strategic basis 
for the exchange, and the textile trade in a sense 
depended on the tin.

Furthermore, the commercial circuit and the elabo
rate system of caravan procedures rested on a com
plex set of legal and economic structures which had 
been built by the Old Assyrian merchants, and which 
gave them a considerable advantage over local pro
ducers and traders in those regions where they oper
ated. An individual piece of textile bought in a city in 
Babylonia for around 3 shekels of silver would be 
sold on the market in Assur for around 6 shekels; after 
the long trip to Anatolia it would fetch between 12 
and 20 shekels of silver, depending on the precise pro
cedure chosen for the sale. It is worth considering that 
a piece of cloth produced in a city not far from the 
Persian Gulf could end up in a town on the Black Sea 
coast in modern Turkey (Larsen [1987]).

This commerce was in the hands of private family 
firms whose main offices naturally were in Assur 
itself. Following the classic pattern of long-distance 
trade known for instance from Renaissance Europe, 
the distant markets in Anatolia, some 1,000-1,200 km 
away, were monitored by agents who spent most of 
their time in one of the branch offices that had been 
established in the vicinity of, or in some cases pre
sumably within, the major towns of Anatolia. These 
agents were sons, brothers, nephews etc. of the head 
of the family and firm, and our sole documentation for 
the trade - indeed for the Old Assyrian society - con
sists of their archives. As luck would have it, the 
Kanesh Port was also the administrative and commer
cial centre for the merchants operating throughout the 
Anatolian and north Syrian region. About half of the 
texts found here are letters, many of which were sent 
from Assur, and the rest consist of contracts, juridical 
documents, accounts, notes etc. A mere handful of 
other types of documents have been found, such as 
literary texts, incantations to protect against the 
terrors of the caravan trail and other calamities.

Since this material is in the process of being pub
lished, it is impossible to gain any reliable idea about 
the number of families involved in the trade. At this 
moment we have direct knowledge of perhaps as 
many as ten such firms, some of which were inti
mately linked with each other by way of partnerships 
and investment contracts.

Settlement pattern. The only Assyrian settlement in 
Anatolia that is known in some detail was the one at 
Kanesh, which has been partly excavated by the 
Turkish archaeologists under Tahsin Ôzgiiç for more 
than fifty years now.8 The entire site consists of a city
mound, some five hundred metres in diameter, on 
which the excavators appear to have found nearly 
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exclusively official buildings inhabited and used by 
the local political élite. In a crescent-shaped arc about 
100 metres east of the mound itself was a lower city 
or suburb consisting as far as we can tell entirely of 
private houses; many, perhaps most of these were 
inhabited by Assyrians, as can be established on the 
basis of the archives found in them, but a considerable 
number of the buildings belonged to, and were 
inhabited by, local Anatolians. These, too, often 
contain archives, although they are generally much 
smaller than the Assyrian ones.

At ancient Hattusha, the later capital of the Hittite 
empire, a number of houses containing small Assyrian 
archives have also been discovered. Here it seems 
possible that the traders lived as part of the local com
munity, i.e. there was no special commercial quarter 
set aside from the town itself. However, it seems 
likely that in most instances (cf. for instance the site 
Acemhüyük in the Konya Plain) a settlement con
sisted of a high mound partly surrounded by a lower 
city, and it was in this area that the merchants would 
naturally establish their residences.

It is important to realise that the Assyrian references 
to the Kanesh Port point to two different aspects: 1) the 
physical reality of the township where the traders 
lived, and 2) the community of Assyrian traders, and 
more specifically the organisational structure regulat
ing the functioning of the port. The many Anatolians 
who lived in the area we refer to as the karum were not 
part of the karum community, which consisted entirely 
of individuals who regarded themselves as mera As
sur, “sons of Assur” - or more simply as tamkaru, 
“merchants”. No Anatolian could gain access to this 
community, because its existence was based on the 
presence of the family firm back in Assur and on the 
constantly flowing overland trade that connected 
Anatolia with Assur. We should therefore be aware 
that the settlement beneath the walls of the city of 
Kanesh was not the “Kanesh Port” as such, it was a 
township in which the Assyrian karum was located.

There is no reason to believe that this settlement 
was founded by the men from Assur,9 and despite the 
fact that they owned a large number of houses here, 
these did not constitute a distinct, separate physical 
entity. Although the Assyrians appear to have lived 
mostly in certain sectors of the settlement as such, 
buildings belonging to Assyrians and Anatolians were 
scattered among each other.

In view of these observations it should be clear that 
the term “colony” is unsuitable because of the con
fusion with the well-established phenomena in the 
Mediterranean region that are usually referred to 

using this term. I shall therefore refer to the Old 
Assyrian karum with the term “port” instead. Histor
ical comparisons may be found in the Renaissance 
world, where similar commercial establishments were 
found all over the eastern Mediterranean region, the 
funduq of the Muslim world, fondaco among the 
Latins, and even with the English commercial 
community in, e.g., the Great Khan of Aleppo in the 
eighteenth century A.D. (Davis [1967]).

Ethnic and political identity. A citizen of Assur was 
a “son of Assur” in contrast to other groups of people. 
The main terms used for non-Assyrians were: “Akka
dians”, a term denoting southerners, i.e. people from 
the Babylonian region; “Subarians”, presumably Hur- 
rian-speaking groups in northern Syria and the Taurus 
area; “Amorites”, Semitic-speaking groups in Syria- 
Palestine; and nu' au, a term that denoted the inhabi
tants of Anatolia, peoples who fell into several lin
guistic groups, some of which were Indo-European. 
When distinctions were made concerning specific 
individuals in the Anatolian community, they would 
be phrased in terms of the city or country they came 
from: “a man from Kanesh”, “from Timelkiya” etc.

Many merchants from Assur married local Anato
lian women, and there was clearly a lively interaction 
between the traders and the local communities with 
which they traded. It seems clear, however, that there 
was at no time any possibility for crossing the lines 
defined by ethnic background, and the fundamental 
economic and political interests attached to the com
munity of “sons of Assur” are clearly seen in many 
contexts; one example is the decision taken by the 
City assembly in Assur and communicated to the 
Kanesh Port in a letter from the king:

The rule concerning gold is as previously: brothers 
[= Assyrians] may sell it to each other; but in accor
dance with the rule on the stela [recording the city’s 
commercial regulations] no Assyrian, whoever he 
is, may sell gold to any Akkadian, Amorite or Sub- 
ariean. The one who does sell any will not live 
(Dercksen [1996] 162).

This harsh regulation was based on the best interests 
of the city as a whole, and might presumably often go 
against the interests of individual merchants; it was 
clear, however, who fell into any of these three cate
gories of competitor.

An indication of the relevance of the concept of 
ethnic identity may be found in the slightly later text 
from Assur that was written to commemorate the 
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overthrow of the Shamshi-Adad dynasty in Assur; 
Shamshi-Adad was an Amorite king who had ousted 
the Old Assyrian dynasty around 1800 B.C., and a 
couple of generations after his death his descendants 
were thrown out of Assur. The new ruler, who appears 
to have represented a return to the old patterns, 
described Shamshi-Adad and his short-lived dynasty 
as being “of foreign extraction, not of the flesh of the 
city of Assur” (Grayson [1987] text pp. 77-78).

Defence. Assur was in fact surrounded by walls, but 
we have no knowledge about military affairs at all.

Self-government. The political structure of the Old 
Assyrian period as visible through the lens of the 
private archives found at Kanesh, obviously an 
incomplete although not necessarily a distorted one, is 
dominated by three basic institutions: kingship, city
assembly and year-eponymy.10

The king himself used two titles that refer to clearly 
separate functions and aspects of his societal role. As 
isshiak Assur, “divine Assur’s steward”, he appears in 
the royal inscriptions, where the emphasis is on his 
divinely sanctioned role as head of the community 
and as chief priest. This remained a unique feature of 
Assyrian kingship to the very end, and may be con
trasted with the Babylonian practices where the king 
was never a priest. The second title used by the king 
was waklum, “leader” or “foreman”, and this is found 
in letters written by him to the authorities in the 
Kanesh Port as well as in the few extant private royal 
letters. The official letters indicate that he was the one 
who was charged with the practical implementation of 
the - mostly judicial - decisions taken by the city
assembly. It would seem that he functioned as leader 
of, and executive officer for, this body.

When others referred to the king, they also made 
use of two different titles, but, unfortunately, these 
cannot be distinguished from each other with the same 
degree of precision. The common reference to a king, 
whether the one in Assur or one of the rulers in the 
Anatolian kingdoms, was the word ruba’um, com
monly translated “prince”. Contemporary usage in 
Babylonian texts applies this word to a nobleman, 
while the Akkadian word sarrum (generally used for 
“king” in Mesopotamian texts outside of the Old 
Assyrian corpus) was restricted in use in our texts to a 
reference to the god Assur. A phrase first met in the 
Old Assyrian period but which became part of the 
coronation ritual in Assyria in later periods, shouted 
by the priests in a procession in Assur, was: “The god 
Assur is king! NN is his steward!”

The term ruba’um was typically used to define the 
king in his relationship to the City: letters from the 
authorities in Assur are referred to as “letter from the 
City” or “letter from the City and the king”, and oaths 
are sworn by “the life of the City” or “the life of the 
City and the king.”

The last title to be discussed appears in a special 
context, namely appeals from the court in Kanesh to 
the one in Assur, where we find people making use of 
the term belum, the common word for “lord”; in case a 
matter could not be satisfactorily dealt with by the 
legal authorities at Kanesh, a plaintiff would declare 
in court that his case must be placed “before the City 
and my lord”.

Coming as they do from private commercial 
archives, the Kiiltepe references are naturally con
cerned primarily with legal matters involving disputes 
among the merchants, and they provide us with a rela
tively clear picture: city-assembly and king func
tioned together, interestingly with the City invariably 
mentioned before the king. The assembly, presided 
over by the king, takes decisions, and the king carries 
them out.

The king was the main priest of the city’s god and 
accordingly the community’s overseer, as may be 
seen from the royal use of titles; the other set of titles 
represent the socio-political sphere where the king is 
defined as the nobleman and as the lord to whom the 
subjects were bound in personal allegiance.

That this picture, although heavily leaning on the 
references to legal problems, has relevance also for 
what we would call the political sphere may be seen 
from a letter to the Kanesh Port from its own special 
envoy in the capital:

The City has imposed a payment of ten minas 
[about five kg] of silver on you, expenses for the 
construction of the fortifications ...

Urgent! Take care to place the ten minas of silver 
under seal and send it as soon as possible, so that 
the Elders will not turn to us with angry words! 
Take care to write to the other ports in accordance 
with the letter from the City to make them pay the 
money: Have every single port hear the letter from 
the king and let them pay!11

Here we find the authorities involved in a political (or 
at least administrative) rather than a judicial matter. 
The text informs us that expenses incurred for the 
construction of the new fortifications of Assur had to 
be paid, at least in part, by the commercial establish
ments in Anatolia, and that the Kanesh Port as the 



84 Mogens Trolle Larsen

main administrative centre abroad had to see to it that 
all settlements paid their share; this was a decision 
taken by the City-assembly, as we hear. City-assembly 
and Elders are obviously references to the same insti
tution, and the “letter from the City” was clearly the 
same one as the “letter from the king”.

This leads to the question of the City-assembly, the 
central political and judicial institution of the commu
nity. We must assume that it was composed of the men 
regarded as “elders”, that is, the heads of the leading 
families in the city. We have no idea of how large a 
group this was, and when we hear that it would meet 
in the sacred area behind the Assur-temple, this does 
not really give us a meaningful clue, since we do not 
have adequate archaeological evidence to allow us to 
estimate the space available. The assembly could be 
divided, or rather, special committees were set up reg
ularly to look into especially complex cases, such as 
for instance the highly involved audits and financial 
transactions that resulted from the death of a major 
merchant.

Since we lack adequate documentation from Assur 
itself, we have to a certain extent to turn to the much 
better illuminated, similar bodies operating at Kanesh 
for clues to an understanding of the Assur assembly. 
At Kanesh the entire community would meet regu
larly to consider judicial matters, convening as karum 
Kanesh saher rabi, “the plenary assembly of the 
Kanesh Port” (literally: “the Kanesh Port, small and 
great”), but we know that at other times only the 
Council consisting of the most important (“great”) 
men would meet. Such a distinction is not known 
from Assur, where we simply hear of “the City”. This 
seems to indicate that it was always the group of 
elders who functioned here, and that there was no 
plenary assembly at all. One can understand why 
it would be deemed reasonable to have such an 
institution in the much smaller Assyrian community at 
Kanesh, where the plenary assembly would never 
become an unmanageably large group of people.

A couple of heavily damaged statute texts present 
us with certain rules for the functioning of these 
bodies at Kanesh. They show at the very least that the 
entire system functioned on the basis of a kind of 
written statute or constitution. The best understood 
part of the Kanesh statute is concerned with the rules 
for the calling up of a meeting of the plenary 
assembly, and we hear of a procedure that reminds us 
strongly of the probouleuma known from Greece: the 
council retained the right to decide when and for what 
purpose the plenary assembly should be called up.

... [they investigate] their case and if it is a matter 
of convening the primary assembly, they so order 
the secretary in their Council, and the secretary 
convenes the primary assembly.

Without [the consent of] a majority of the great 
men one single “man with an account” cannot order 
the secretary to convene the primary assembly. If 
the secretary has convened the primary assembly 
without [the consent of] the great men, at the 
request of a single person, the secretary will have to 
pay [a fine of] 10 shekels of silver.12

Other sections in the texts speak of procedures for 
voting, where the assembly is to be divided into 
voting blocks in order to reach a majority decision. 
All of these activities were supervised by the scribe or 
secretary of the Port, clearly a salaried official.

Much more evidence concerning the actual func
tioning of the Kanesh Port in its relationship with 
other Assyrian Ports will emerge from the unpub
lished archive of a certain Kulliya, who was the offi
cial envoy of the Kanesh authorities.13

Part of the work carried out by these bodies was 
concerned with complex matters of accounting in
volving individual merchants’ relations with the 
authorities or with the financial investors whose funds 
they managed.

It seems likely that these texts give us at least hints 
of the procedures followed also in Assur, and they 
indicate the central role played by the heads of the 
major families in the Old Assyrian society. It should 
be clear that the king was not simply a figurehead 
with ritual obligations, for he certainly possessed real 
power, but his political and judicial functions were 
encompassed within the framework of a civic system 
of government, where the assembly played a vital 
role.

The last part of this system to be mentioned here 
was the institution of the limmum. This was an annual 
office whose holder gave his name to the year in the 
same way as the archons or the consuls, i.e. a year- 
eponymy. This institution, linked in a unique but still 
somewhat obscure way to the city Assur and its god, 
survived until the end of the Assyrian empire in the 
first millennium, where it had become an ceremonial 
honour bestowed on royal officials, but in the Old 
Assyrian period the limmum had genuine power. He 
appears to have been chosen by lot, presumably from 
the group of elders making up the city-assembly, and 
he functioned for one year as the head of the main 
administrative office of Assur, the “City Hall”. In this 
capacity he was responsible for the economic admin
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istration of the city, such as the collection of dues and 
taxes, as we hear in several letters, and there is no 
doubt that his office was the central economic and 
bureaucratic institution of Assur; in this respect the 
city constitutes a sharp contrast to, for instance, the 
contemporary kingdoms in Babylonia where these 
functions were always the prerogative of the royal 
palace. The eponym was not in any way directly 
associated with the judicial apparatus, but he had the 
power to detain people, take slaves and other property 
as security, and his power was greatly feared by the 
persons who became entangled in affairs with him.

When combining these three central institutions, 
one can see that the system of government in Assur 
was a kind of balancing act, designed to safeguard the 
interests of the community and especially of the great 
commercial families: the divinely appointed and sanc
tioned king, recognised as the first among equals, the 
assembly where the families were all represented to 
defend their interests, and the constantly changing 
limmum who held the real economic power.

This was what the Assyrians called alum, “the 
City”, to which they opposed eqlum, literally “the 
field”, by which they meant “abroad”, i.e. the system 
of commercial establishments in northern Syria and 
Anatolia. The hierarchy was clear: the City was para
mount, the Kanesh Port was responsible to the City 
for the affairs of “abroad”, and the various ports and 
stations answered to the Assyrian authorities at 
Kanesh. This hierarchical structure can be found both 
in the private sphere and in government: the bosses 
were in Assur, the second level in Kanesh, the third 
was constituted by the other ports and stations.14

At Kanesh there seems at all times to have been a 
direct representation from the city-assembly in Assur, 
two men referred to as “envoys of the City.” They 
were involved primarily in the relationships between 
the Assyrians and the local rulers throughout the Ana
tolian region, which was split up into a number of 
territorial states; they therefore had responsibility for 
the treaties that were the necessary foundation for the 
trade, and thus the very presence of the merchants. 
Recently one such treaty has been illuminated by a 
text which contains the the draft for an oath sworn by 
a minor Anatolian ruler. We are informed in this 
document that he guarantees the safe passage of all 
Assyrian caravans, which means that he accepts direct 
responsibility for losses within his jurisdiction due to 
brigandry etc. In return he receives certain taxes on 
the shipments that pass through his country; it is even 
stipulated that in case of unrest, where the caravans 
could not travel, he would receive a minimum amount 

of tin nevertheless. The Assyrians were granted extra- 
territoral rights, forming their own social, political 
and legal system independent of the local palace. And 
the king finally promised to allow no competition 
from Babylonian (“Akkadian”) merchants in his king
dom; should such traders turn up, they were to be 
turned over to the Assyrian authorities, who would 
kill them (Çeçen & Hecker, 1995).

Citizenship. The evidence available does not allow 
for any meaningful comment on this point.

Conclusion
Assur was not, in my opinion, the capital of an 
empire, and the “colonies” in Anatolia must be under
stood as elements in a primarily commercial rather 
than political structure. It is becoming clear with the 
publication of new texts that Assur was only one of 
several commercial centres during this period, and 
it operated a highly specialised trading network 
centered on northern Syria and Anatolia. In between 
Assur and the first “port” in the system they called 
“abroad” was a stretch of several hundreds of kilo
metres in northern Iraq and Syria, an area where we 
find other cities that operated networks of the same 
kind, for instance the important entrepôt on the 
Euphrates River at ancient Emar. In northern Baby
lonia we find the city of Sippar, which was in close 
contact with Assur, but which also controlled a dif
ferent commercial circuit, one that probably reached 
along the Euphrates into the Habur area in Syria.15

It is unclear (or perhaps a matter of definition) 
whether we can locate Assur in what is called a “city- 
state culture”, for our knowledge of the northern 
Mesopotamian region is slight. It is a fact that there 
were other cities in the wider Mesopotamian area 
which functioned like Assur in a commercial network, 
and the political set-up at Emar as described on the 
basis of texts from Mari bears a strong resemblance to 
what was found at Assur; at Emar there was not even 
a king, and the affairs of the city were run by a council 
of elders. However, geographically Emar and Assur 
are separated by a great distance, and it is unclear to 
me in just what respects we can regard them as part of 
a cultural unity. The cities in northern Mesopotamia 
which should be the logical candidates for participa
tion in a city-state culture, Nineveh and Arbela, are 
hardly known at all from this period.

The wider international system of commercial 
exchange cannot be described in detail yet, but its 
main features are relatively clear: it was based on 
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cities which specialised in a certain section of the 
overall network, and all of these individual sections 
overlapped and fed into each other. For unknown 
reasons the Assyrians had managed to build up a 
kind of monopoly on the Anatolian trade, but it is 
also clear that they were entirely dependent on other 
similar circuits functioning in such a way that the 
market at Assur was always well supplied with tin and 
textiles. Cities close to the Persian Gulf conducted 
trade overseas with Bahrain and Oman; others had 
close contacts with Susa, the capital of the state Elam 
in southwestern Iran, through which a great deal of the 
tin from the east was channeled; and Sippar seems to 
have had a particularly intense exchange with Assur 
itself.

This city constitutes in my view a very clear 
example of the commercial city-state whose entire 
governmental structure was pervaded by the power 
and interests of the great merchant dynasties. The 
power-sharing between king, assembly and limmum is 
surely a model that may be compared with such polit
ical systems elsewhere. It seems to me that there is a 
recurring pattern of long-distance trade conducted by 
family firms within a socio-political framework of a 
basically oligarchic city-state structure. It would 
accordingly be a pity if it was not taken into account 
in the great comparative sweep of this conference.

Notes
1. Andrae (1977) gives a survey of the results of the excavations. 

See also Harper, Klengel-Brandt, Aruz, & Benzel (1995) for a 
discussion of the objects found in the lowest levels of the 
temples.

2. Veenhof (1995) is a recent, accessible overview of the evidence 
available. For the number of texts see Bilgiç & Bayram (1995) 
2, mentioning 18,000, a number that has reportedly grown 
since.

3. See Bayram ( 1997) 57, text kt n/k 931.
4. See discussion in Garelli (1960).
5. See perhaps TC 3:112, 5.
6. For a discussion of the terminology and parallels to such insti

tutions as fondaco, funduq, portus etc. see Larsen (1976) 230- 
241. The latest list of names from unpublished texts adds a 
number of settlements of both types, and it seems clear that in 
the course of the development of the trade during its main 
phase, new and more distant areas in Anatolia became directly 
involved in the Assyrian network. See Bayram (1997).

7. Michel & Garelli (1996). Read 11. 5-9 with C. Giinbatti (com
munication at the conference on the 50th anniversary of the 
Kiiltepe excavations, Ankara, May-June 1999): “Release PN! 
He has committed no crime against you! In fact, together with 
us he has a house in your town....”

8. Ôzgüç (1950); Ôzgüç (1959); Ôzgüç (1986); Ôzgüç (1999); 
Ôzgiiç & Ôzgüç (1953) plus numerous articles in the journal 

Bedeten provide information about the archaeological investi
gations.

9. The archaeological level from which the Old Assyrian evidence 
comes was labelled “2”; underneath were two older levels that 
cannot, unfortunately, be adequately dated, but which could 
reach back into the third millennium B.C., i.e. they were 
presumably not inhabited by men from Assur.

10. This is analysed in detail in Larsen (1976).
11. Larsen (1976) 163; the text is TC 1:1.
12. Larsen (1976) 284. The “man with an account” appears to have 

been one of the designations for a trader who had established a 
special position in the ¿ara/n-community, presumably as one of 
the “great men”.

13. Information kindly provided by K.R. Veenhof.
14. It may be that at the end of the level 2 period, Kanesh was 

primarily an administrative centre for the Assyrians, whereas 
the main branch offices had moved to other cities in Anatolia, 
such as Purushaddum, the main market in silver, and Durhumit, 
the main market in copper.

15. The texts published in ABB 12, numbers 52-60.
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The Early Phoenician City-States on the Mediterranean: 
Archaeological Elements for their Description

Hans Georg Niemeyer

(Respondent: Eckart Otto)

Preface
It was with no great hesitation that I accepted the task 
of summarizing our state of knowledge about the 
Phoenician city-states according to the criteria of the 
Copenhagen Polis Centre for the group of historians 
summoned by our symposiarch. I regarded this task as 
a challenge, especially for an archaeologist. In spite of 
(or rather due to?) my own experience in Phoenician 
research I had not expected too many difficulties. 
However, problems quickly emerged as soon as I 
commenced the task, and they pervade the whole of 
this presentation to such an extent that a lengthy 
preface is called for.

First we must remember that for most aspects of 
Phoenician culture the written tradition of antiquity is 
insufficient and distorted. The reasons for this are 
what M. Sznycer once rightly called the two reefs 
(“écueils”) on which tradition about the Phoenicians 
had “shattered”.1 Neither the history of Classical, i.e. 
Graeco-Roman, antiquity, nor the history of the Old 
Testament - still our two main sources - ever had a 
specific interest in reporting correctly or in detail on 
Phoenician matters. On the contrary, the Phoenicians 
were always just “the others”, most often the enemy. 
Therefore inexactness or falsification is usual in the 
surviving literary record. I attempted 20 years ago to 
demonstrate this using the example of the allegedly 
farthest Western Greek colony, Mainake, whose attri
bution as “Greek” by Strabo still continues to pervade 
the modern literature despite the historical reality that 
it was a Phoenician settlement.2

For the exploration and reconstruction of the 
Graeco-Roman world we have available a huge 
amount of literary, historical, juridical and economic 
texts, and in addition a six-figure, and still steadily 
growing, number of inscriptions in stone, which, 
despite intensive investigation and cataloguing over 
the centuries, have never been completely registered. 
Supplementing these sources are smaller groups of 
records like the extremely important and inex

haustible Graeco-Egyptian papyri dealing with social 
and economic matters. Similarly, the history of the 
Ancient Near East is being revealed by a steadily 
increasing corpus of cuneiform texts. But from the 
home of Phoenician urban civilization on the Levant 
coast of the Mediterranean, or from Carthage and the 
settlements in the West, there is nothing remotely 
comparable; only a few thousand inscriptions and 
graffiti are preserved.3

These remarks sufficiently demonstrate the impedi
ments which every attempt to write a history of 
Phoenician civilization has to face. All the more im
portant, therefore, is the archaeological evidence. But 
here, too, the situation is worse than it seems at first 
glance. In the cities of the Near East, with their conti
nuity of settlement, the intensive building activity of 
Hellenistic rulers, Roman emperors and, not least, 
crusader knights has severely destroyed or even 
erased the strata of the Early and Middle Iron Age by 
re-using the precious building materials.4 The city of 
Carthage was, as is well known, razed to the ground in 
an act of vandalism; and the settlements in the West, 
mostly located at superb natural harbours, are often 
buried deep under modem towns, as at Cádiz (Gdr) 
and Almuñécar (Sks), Ibiza (‘ybsnï) and Palermo 
Gys).

For this reason the following exposé can inevitably 
present only a very incomplete picture. The answers 
to many of the symposiarch’s questions are rather pre
sumptive; some aspects can only be elucidated by 
analogy. Only on rare occasions is it possible to 
present a detailed investigation, e.g. of the historical 
development of the Phoenician cities, or their 
economic resources, or the size of their territory, or 
the outlines of their government and administration, 
or the ethnic make-up and social structure of the 
population.

The way in which modem research has been influ
enced or even shaped by the special “disposition” of 
the written record is not our concern here.5 It may suf- 
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fice to quote two authorities on the subject. About 40 
years ago Donald Harden wrote, “ ... of all the major 
peoples of Antiquity the Phoenicians remain today the 
least well served by archaeological discoveries.”6 
And, sadly, the comment by N. Vella in the introduc
tion to his report on the Fourth International Congress 
for Phoenician and Punic Studies 1995 in Cádiz 
remains true: “The Phoenicians remain the forgotten 
people of the ancient Mediterranean world.”7 Never
theless archaeological research in the last three or four 
decades has shed much new light on Phoenician set
tlements and their early urban development, and this 
will receive special attention. At the same time, a 
chronological focus is required: the first half of the 
first millennium, the centuries of expansion and colo
nization, when for the first time the Mediterranean 
became a unity, though one with many facets, and had 
begun to develop common cultural patterns.

The Bronze Age
The particular importance of the Phoenician city- 
states (Fig. 1) in the Iron Age history of city culture 
can only be understood when their Bronze Age past is 
taken into account too. In this respect the harbour-city 
of Byblos/Gubla takes pride of place. Its history can 
be documented from the third millennium onwards 
and reaches even further back into the Neolithic.8 A 
frequently documented economic dependence on 
Egypt, as well as an increasing political dependence 
since the Middle Bronze Age, was obviously never a 
serious threat to the rise and bloom of the city; on the 
contrary, it guaranteed additional security and was, for 
instance, a source of inspiration for the extraordinary 
funerary splendour of the city-kings of the 19th and 
18th centuries.9

The political status of the city-kings in relation to 
the Egyptian empire cannot be exactly defined. They 
were named “vassal-kings” or even just “High Com
missioners” by the leading expert in the field, William 
Culican.10 Indeed, the letters from “prince” Rib-Addi 
of Byblos to Pharaoh Amenophis IV (ca. 1350) pre
served at El-Amarna demonstrate not only military 
dependence on the power on the Nile, but in fact a 
certain humility, admittedly in politically unstable 
times." With few exceptions this is without doubt the 
general attitude of the city-kings or vassal-kings of the 
Canaanite city-states under Egyptian rule. In a further 
letter the same Rib-Addi, in a revealing comparison, 
mentions Tyre, because its ambitions could endanger 
the interests of the Pharaoh, and equally Ugarit, which 

lay outside the political (and military?) reach of 
Egypt: “See, there is no magnificent town of resi
dence comparable with Tyre. It is like that of Ugarit. 
Extraordinary wealth is stored there!” (EA 89).12 
Besides Byblos, it therefore seems that Ugarit and 
Tyre were the powerful cities at that time, perhaps 
more so than the other city-states documented by the 
Amarna letters along the Phoenician-Canaanite coast: 
Arwad, Sumur/Simyra, Beruta/Berytos and Sidon.13

Just as Byblos in the Middle and Late Bronze Ages 
had to recognize the supremacy of Egypt, the great 
power to the south, the city-kingdom of Ugarit further 
north was subject to foreign rule. Apparently, Ugarit’s 
overlord was first the Pharaoh, but later the Hittite 
kings, especially towards the end of the Late Bronze 
Age.14 Hammurapi, the last recorded sovereign of 
Ugarit, was hardly the first to become a vassal to the 
Anatolian power.15

The approximate extent of the territory it controlled 
is estimated at between 2,200 and 5,000 km2, and is 
thus quite considerable.16 We also know something of 
the settlement pattern. Besides isolated farms which 
had a high agricultural output, there were villages and 
smaller towns belonging to the “kingdom” of Ugarit, 
from which additional population and new troops 
were recruited. Minet el-Beida provided the city with 
a splendid Mediterranean port. Here was the first 
great entrepôt for international overseas trade with the 
Aegean and beyond, and with the central Mediter
ranean.

As befits the role and the rank of this city, Mycen
aean, Cretan and Cypriot tradesmen’s guilds are doc
umented, besides those from Egypt, from Canaan (to 
which the people of Ugarit notably did not count 
themselves!) and from neighbouring Cilicia in 
southern Asia Minor. Conversely, external Ugaritic 
trading posts can be deduced from the correspondence 
preserved on clay tablets in the Ugaritic archives, e.g. 
in Arwad, Byblos, Tyre and Sidon.

For the two cities of Ugarit and Byblos political and 
social patterns can be discerned. As in the Phoenician 
city-states of the early first millennium, at the top 
stands the king; he is independent of his “neighbours” 
of equal rank, but obliged to pay tribute and subjected 
to, or under the rule of, the kings of the Great Powers 
like Hatti or Egypt or, later, Assur. Besides the civil 
service essential for administration, an old chariot
warrior aristocracy (jnaryannu) is attested in Ugarit. 
After the introduction of new fighting techniques it 
was changed into a caste of landowners. It is worth 
noting that traders, tamkaru, are also explicitly men
tioned as a distinct caste. During the Late Bronze Age,
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Fig. 1. Map of the Levant, with indication of 
Phoenician cities and city-states (@) and other 
important sites of the late 2nd/early 1st millen
nium (redrawn after Aubet [1994],

as is well documented by clay tablet archives, they 
began to organize themselves in partly autonomous 
corporations.

Distinguishing features of the urban structure are 
the dominant palaces, temples and other sacrificial 
buildings of sometimes monumental size and form, 
which lie next to tightly knit living quarters traversed 
by an irregular network of streets. In Byblos there is 
evidence of a functional segmentation (by division of 
labour) combined with a hierarchical social structure, 
which is often regarded as an important indicator of a 
highly developed city;17 but according to the latest 
research it is not so clear for Ugarit,18 even though the 
roughly 20 ha area of the city is about twice that of 
Byblos. Strong fortifications are also a feature of a 
city, and they are documented for Byblos from the end 
of the third millennium.

The focus on these two typical coastal city-states is 

due to their exceptionally fine preservation and to the 
respective state of research. This should not, however 
obscure the fact that these cities may have been 
among the most important of the region, though they 
were certainly not the only important ones. In recent 
years this fact has been duly stressed by A. Kuhrt.14 
Accordingly it can be presumed that in the centuries 
around 1000, there was a mosaic of smaller and larger 
city-kingdoms or city-principalities in the Syrian half 
of the fertile crescent. It was located between the em
pires of Haiti, Mitanni, Assur and Egypt and com
prised the western and northern Semitic political com
munities situated along the coast. Both structurally 
and ethnically they may well be regarded as the 
immediate predecessors of the Phoenician city-states 
of the Iron Age, even if they are commonly called 
Canaanite, following the terminology of the ancient 
Near East, Egypt and the Bible.20
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The Invasion of the “Sea Peoples” and 
the “Dark Age”
The crisis commonly described as the “sea-people- 
catastrophe” is a historically well-documented event 
dating to around 1200. It marks the end of the Bronze 
Age koiné in the Eastern Mediterranean, the downfall 
of the prosperous world in the Aegean as well as of 
Anatolia and of the Levantine coast. Even Egypt was 
profoundly affected. This crisis has been the subject 
of intensive research for the past fifteen years, and has 
stimulated quite a number of colloquia and mono
graphs, which have not, however, sufficiently clari
fied the reasons for the event, or the identity and heri
tage of the “sea people”.21 Nevertheless, there are no 
doubts about the event having taken place. In this con
text, it suffices to draw attention to the dramatic and, 
in recent debates, frequently invoked cry for help 
which was raised by king Hammurapi of Ugarit when 
faced with the attacks from the sea.22

To what degree the Phoenician cities themselves 
suffered from the event is hardly recorded or partic
ularly well documented in archaeology; but, overall, 
we have adequate archaeological and historical 
sources, of which the well-known report of Wen- 
Amun is but one. The results of recent research into 
this question suggest a historical probability that the 
Phoenician core region between Arwad and Akko was 
largely spared any severe destruction.23

The “Dark Ages”, largely resulting from the “sea
people-catastrophe”, has undergone a revaluation in 
Near Eastern archaeology. Overall, the break in conti
nuity is considered to be less clear-cut, and the length 
of the discontinuity less long-lasting, as recently 
stated by S. Mazzoni at the city colloquium in Halle in 
1996.24 Useful evidence comes from Tell Kazel 
(Sumur/Simyra), where, in the living quarters of this 
great northern Phoenician town, the excavators 
observed in several areas destruction levels between 
the Late Bronze Age stratum 6 and the Early Iron 
Age stratum, archaeologically associated with the 
“sea-people-assault”. Nevertheless, they observed an 
overall undisrupted continuity of building structure as 
well as of ceramic types,25 a circumstance remarkably 
paralleled in Ras el-Basît to the north of Ugarit.

As I shall show later, the historical probability is 
that in the two centuries following the “sea-people- 
catastrophe” Sidon as well as other Phoenician city- 
states on the Levantine coast - and after a certain 
delay Tyre, too - were soon prospering again. For this 
we need only refer again to the state of affairs 
described in the report of Wen-Amun (see below).

Sidon even seems to have increased its influence on 
Joppa and Dor on the coast of Palestine.26

The Early Iron Age
After the “sea-people-catastrophe” things changed. 
The report of Wen-Amun, dated around 1075, shows 
an extraordinarily self-assured city-sovereign in Byb
los. Only after a considerable increase in the price of 
counter-gifts was he willing to grant an Egyptian 
emissary the cedar-wood from the Lebanon forests 
(which therefore must, at least in part, have fallen 
under his jurisdiction)27 that was needed for the 
Pharaoh’s funeral barge. The extent of Byblos’s juris
diction cannot be determined exactly, but to judge by 
this report it seems to have been considerable.

At about the same time, the Middle Assyrian ruler 
Tiglatpileser 1 (1114-1076) led his well-known expe
dition to the Mediterranean and brought back abun
dant tribute as well as cedar-wood beams for the tem
ples of the gods Anu and Adad at home.28 Explicitly 
mentioned in his report are the “countries” of Byblos, 
Sidon and Arwad! But, regardless of the military 
hyperbole in the king’s report, the encounter seems to 
have been more one of peaceful common agreement. 
This, at least, is the opinion of modern research.29 
After the collapse of Hittite and Egyptian supremacy 
over Syria-Palestine around 120030 a new orientation, 
i.e. an arrangement with the rising Assyrian empire, 
was necessary for the Phoenician city-states.

The literary records, though, are not entirely con
sistent. Justinus (18.3.5) records a new “foundation” 
of Tyre by Sidon in the year 1184. On the basis of the 
results from a recent excavation in the centre of the 
city, E. Gubel has made the plausible suggestion that 
Tyre must have suffered at least a short period of eco
nomic decline, and maybe even the expulsion of part 
of its population from the city’s island to the mainland 
(to Ushu/Palaetyros?).31 This may also provide an 
explanation for Homer naming the Phoenicians 
Sidonioi after the city of Sidon,32 provided that the 
epic tradition includes some survivals from the times 
of the “sea-people-raids”, or the Dark Ages. But, as 
far as we know, only Ugarit in the north was com
pletely destroyed and totally abandoned by 1190/80; it 
was only re-settled, on a smaller scale, in the Late 
Archaic period.33 Obviously this city had been 
especially exposed geographically and strategically, 
as a gateway to Mesopotamia.

Consequently, it is helpful, and at the same time it 
seems legitimate, to project the more thoroughly 
investigated Bronze Age conditions on the Levantine 
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coast onto the situation in the Levant in the Early Iron 
Age. Essential here is the undisputed continuity of the 
Bronze and Iron Age Canaanite-Phoenician cities, 
connecting the two periods on either side of the sea
people-catastrophe and the so-called Dark Ages. This 
does not necessarily affect the still controversial 
problem of where and when we can start to use the 
terms “Phoenician” and “Phoenicians”.34 Language 
and writing are undoubtedly constituent elements of a 
community’s identity, and so they are likely to be re
levant in the Levant. But the Levantine communities 
were apparently defined primarily as the populations 
of their respective city-states, and had thus already 
developed their corporate identity by the second mil
lennium. This makes it all the more difficult to solve 
the problem mentioned above, as is generally ad
mitted by almost all the scholars who have con
tributed to V. Krings’ recent and valuable handbook 
(1995). Possible or even plausible answers vary ac
cording to how the question is posed. As to language, 
the oldest known document is still the famous inscrip
tion of Ahiram on his sarcophagus found at Byblos 
(11th century), though some very few linguistic 
antecedents have been detected in the Amarna letters 
(14th century) and in a sporadic pottery inscription 
(13th century). As to the people and their ethnicity, 
the predominant if not decisive factor seems to have 
been whether or not they belonged to one of the city
communities along the Levantine coast. In a given 
historic situation and for a certain period they rose to 
what was then world-wide importance. Until his death 
in 1997 the leading expert in the field was S. Moscati; 
as he put it succinctly in the introduction to Krings’ 
volume, “ce sont ces cités qui méritent le nom de 
‘phéniciennes’”. Last but not least, in re-assessing the 
archaeological record we can be in no doubt as to the 
uninterrupted continuity of the population and its 
urban life-style in these coastal cities.

The situation in the Canaanite towns and city-states 
in the coastal zone between Arwad and Akko during 
the Late Bronze Age is all the more important for an 
understanding of Early Iron Age conditions in view of 
the poverty of archaeological evidence, as was 
stressed recently by A. Kuhrt and J.-Fr. Salles.35 
Nonetheless, some common features can be found 
using the various sources, sometimes assisted for 
clarification by the richer and better-documented 
evidence from neighbouring Israel.36

We can assume that all the known cities had strong 
fortifications as one of their primary elements. The 
impressive tower-crowned walls of Tyre are shown on 
the third register of Shalmaneser Ill’s (858-824)

a

Fig. 2a. King Luli’s flight from Tyre. Assyrian relief from the 
Palace of Sennacherib (705-681) at Nineveh (after Aubet [1994]). - 
b. Island and city of Tyre on the bronze gates of Balawat (after 
Aubet [1994]).

bronze gates of Balawat (Fig. 2), and on Assyrian 
palace reliefs from Nineveh and Nimrud.37 They are 
described by Arrian, on the occasion of Alexander the 
Great’s siege of the city, as having a height of 16 
metres (Anabasis Alexandri 2.21).38 In Beirut an 
imposing paved glacis several metres high has 
recently been discovered; Tel Kabri was surrounded 
by a casemate wall from the 9th century until its 
destruction by Nebuchadnezzar.39 The competence in 
planning needed for the construction of such an 
impressive fortification, the entrepreneurial leader
ship and the necessary financial potential are most 
likely to have merged in the person of the city-king.

The king was landlord of pretentious palaces and 
sacrificial buildings (Fig. 3); in the Canaanite towns 
of the territory of the later kingdom of Israel these 
were increasingly integrated into larger units from the 
Middle Bronze Age onwards.40 This process con
tinues directly in the vast acropolis-palaces of the 
Early Iron Age, well documented among others at 
Samaria and Lachisch.41 For the temple-palace com-
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Fig. 3. Relief from the Palace of Sennacherib (705-681) at Nineveh, 
depicting the sack of a Phoenician town, detail (after Harden 
[1980]).

plex of Jerusalem, built already in the 10th century 
with (considerable?) participation by architects and 
craftsmen from Tyre, the detailed record in the Old 
Testament (I Kings 6f.; II Chronicles 3) must substi
tute for the archaeological evidence, which is defi
nitely destroyed. No sacrificial buildings of monu
mental size are preserved in Phoenicia itself. For this 
reason the reconstruction of Solomon’s Temple has 
rightly been used as a source of knowledge of Phoen
ician temple architecture, and has also been used, for 
instance, in the interpretation of the Phoenician 
temple at Kition on Cyprus.42

We can confidently imagine the domestic quarters 
in the Phoenician towns on the Levantine coast as 
consisting of narrow, compressed urban structures 
(Fig. 3). To judge from the evidence of P. Bikai’s 
excavations in Tyre, which cover about 160 m2 - less 
than 1 % of the settlement area - a comparison of the 
Early Iron Age (stratum XIII) with the Late Bronze 
Age (stratum XIV) shows that the rooms and walls are 
organized orthogonally, most likely in an insula-like 

layout.43 A significant parallel is to be found close by, 
in a later context at Sarepta. Here a craftsmen’s 
quarter, existing since the Late Bronze Age on the 
highest point of the settlement, was destined for a new 
function within the settlement (stratum D and stratum 
C). Within the excavated area of 100 m2, again only a 
small part of the whole settlement, a new urban struc
ture was uncovered, but orthogonality clearly shows 
even in the first urban rearrangement.44 Both cases 
demonstrate a significant difference from the Late 
Bronze Age living quarters of Ugarit.45 On the other 
hand, examples of non-orthogonal or only semi- 
orthogonal town-planning continue, as for instance at 
Tell Qasile (stratum X, 2nd half of 11th century).46

The trend towards regular town-planning cannot be 
considered general at this early stage. P.J. Riis and J. 
Lund were probably right in looking to the north-east 
quarter of Ugarit as the closest parallel for the urban 
layout of the Early Iron Age strata of Tell Sukas 
(“period H”), and noted that even around the middle 
of the 9th century the newly founded port of Al-Mina 
was organized according to the same pattern: “Die 
alte Stadt X-VIII hatte architektonisch anscheinend 
ein ganz orientalisches Gepräge.”47 On the other hand, 
a tendency towards orthogonal planning can be 
observed at other places, as is demonstrated by 
Megiddo III, which was enlarged to be the residency 
of the Assyrian province after Tiglatpileser Ill’s 
Palestine campaigns in the years 734-732.48 The city 
was enriched by two new palaces in this context. How 
far the chessboard-like road system is to be explained 
by Assyrian influence, however, can be questioned.

Even earlier, in the 9th century, according to the 
observation made by A. Chambón regarding stratum 
Vild of Tell el Fara’ah, in an epoch of obvious revival 
of local city-principalities (“principautés locales”), a 
dominant urban layout with rectangular insulae and 
“des rues axées suivant les points cardinaux” 
existed.49 Obviously this is different from the organ
izing patterns of the earlier stratum Vllb (1 lth/10th 
centuries), in which this phenomenon nonetheless 
occurs for the first time; thus it certainly cannot be 
associated with Assyrian influence at this early 
stage.50 It is not by accident that in stratum Vllb at 
Tell el Fara’ah the first imports of Phoenician or 
Cypro-Phoenician pottery are already found. Signifi
cantly, a type of Fine Ware bowl,51 for which a Phoen
ician origin has been proposed and generally ac
cepted,52 was found associated with the local Samaria 
Ware. That the north of Palestine was oriented to
wards the Phoenician city-states at this time seems 
beyond dispute.
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Fig. 4. General map of the Mediter
ranean, showing the sphere of Phoeni
cian expansion.
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There is little evidence for a functional segmenta
tion of the Phoenician cities. Naturally every coastal 
site had an elaborate harbour, most of them having 
two in order to be independent of changing wind 
direction. The known examples show that the con
struction of harbour-docks was well developed; in this 
regard the Phoenicians obviously played a leading 
part.53 The best evidence for the concentration of dif
ferent trades in distinct quarters comes again from 
Sarepta, where the excavators have come upon an 
industrial quarter with several pottery and metallur
gical workshops. It is hard to imagine that the ivory 
furniture, purple fabrics or embossed metal vessels 
delivered, among countless other things, as tribute to 
the court of the Assyrian king54 should have been 
manufactured in isolated workshops scattered 
throughout the urban area. On the contrary, there is 
much evidence for a tight organization of the different 
specialized crafts. Hiram of Tyre himself, the son of 
an oresmith from that city and of a widow from the 
Naphtali tribe, who worked for Solomon on the 
Temple of Jerusalem for 11 years, could hardly have 
mastered at once all those techniques mentioned in the 
reports of the Old Testament: carpentry, forging, gold- 
and silver-smithing, purple dyeing and sculpting (I 
Kings 7: 3-51; s. II Chronicles 2: 6). More likely he is 
to be understood as an experienced leading contractor

Fig. 5. Map of the Iberian Peninsula, showing Huelva and 
Phoenician settlements of 8th and 7th century B.C. on the coast: 
1 Onoba (Huelva); 2 Gadir (Cádiz); 3 Torre de Doña Blanca; 4 Cerro 
del Prado; Barbesula (La Montilla); 6 Cerro del Villar (Málaga); 
7 Mainake (Toscanos); 8 Morro de Mezquitilla; 9 Chorreras; 
10 Sexi (Almuñécar); 11 Abdera (Cerro de Montecristo); 12 Baria 
(Villaricos); 13 Guardamar; 14 Ebusus (Sa Caleta/Can Petit); 
15 Scallabis (Santarem); 16 Olisipo (Sé de Lisboa); 17 Setubal; 
18 Lixus. After Pellicer.

or general entrepreneur, under whose supervision 
work was carried out (I Kings 5:32).55

Among important results from recent archaeolog
ical work on the layout and structure of Phoenician 
towns, a final mention may be made of the small 
shrines or chapels which existed alongside the monu
mental temples and sanctuaries, and which presum
ably served their local areas. Such a sanctuary, a 
simple longroom of modest size (2.56 by 6.40 m) fur
nished with a baitylos (an altar and a bench for the 
deposit of votives), was unearthed in Sarepta immedi
ately adjacent to the larger potters’ quarter. Judging 
from the finds it was dedicated to the goddess Tanit.56 
Sanctuaries of this modest kind were certainly 
common in the Phoenician world; a possible parallel 
from the 5th/4th century has recently been discovered 
in Carthage (see infra).

The Expansion in the Mediterranean
Culture, history and structural features of the Phoen
ician city-states and, last but not least, the pre-eminent 
role they played in the dissemination of urbanism will 
become more transparent when we consider Phoen
ician expansion into the western Mediterranean (Fig. 
4). Two phenomena, structurally distinct but inter
secting in space and time, deserve special attention: 
on the one hand, there is the expansion of traders, 
prospectors and agents (“merchant venturers”)57 as 
well as artisans from the Phoenician towns; on the 
other hand, there are permanent settlements in foreign 
countries, which are difficult to describe. Their spe
cial cultural features allow us to speak of “factories”. 
Probably only in rare cases was their “hinterland” 
politically controlled or administered as a dependent 
territory, a chora, but economically it would have 
been dependent on the newcomers. A satisfactory 
general model which takes into consideration all 
archaeological and historical phenomena has not been 
developed as yet. The patterns of interpretation 
approved in modern historiography for Greek and 
Roman colonization apparently cannot be applied in 
Phoenician matters.58

The Phoenician expansion is, according to the lit
erary sources,59 a historical process belonging to the 
end of the second millennium and the early centuries 
of the first. This process was first superimposed later 
superseded by the rise of Phoenician Carthage to 
economic and political predominance as one of the 
great Mediterranean powers. In scholarly literature 
this new phenomenon is often named “Punic”, fol
lowing Roman nomenclature.
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The oldest Phoenician settlements were in the far
thest West. According to Velleius Paterculus (1.2.1-3) 
Gades, modern Cádiz, was founded in the year 
1104/3, and Utica a few years later. The Elder Pliny 
records for Utica the year 1101 (Naturalis historia 
16.216), and on another occasion (Naturalis historia 
19.63) he implies the foundation date for Lixus on the 
Atlantic coast of Morocco: its temple of Heracles/ 
Melkart is said to be “somewhat older than that of 
Gades”. Archaeological research has not as yet con
firmed the dates given in any of the three cases. We 
can only speak of permanent Phoenician settlements 
from the 8th century onward. And yet the reports from 
the ancient historians can hardly be figments of their 
imagination.60 They seem, rather, to be attributable to 
a first stage in which there were quite certainly trade 
contacts and agreements that would determine future 
developments. In this context some trading posts of 
the enoikismos or fondaco kind would also have been 
established.

Like the sparse written reports from the Phoen
icians’ eastern neighbours, those from the Graeco
Roman world are indispensable;61 but a further source 
of imprecision hindering our deliberations is that the 
Greeks and Romans used the Greek term “Phoen
icians” for people patently coming from many diff
erent Levantine trading and harbour towns, and 
employed this rather general label for all those tricky 
“merchants from the Near East”.62 The oldest reports 
about the Phoenicians come from outside their home 
area; besides the luxury articles and trade goods they 
transmitted, they can be found in the historical books 
of the Bible and in the Homeric epic poems.63 The 
Phoenicians were regarded as well-versed specialists 
who were, for instance, involved in the building of the 
temple and palace of king Solomon (see supra). The 
skilled Sidonian fabric weavers and dyers brought by 
Paris to the court of his father at Troy fall into the 
same category (Homer, Iliad 6.288-95); likewise the 
Gephyraeans in Athens, whose Phoenician heritage 
and role in the transmission of the alphabet to the 
Greeks Herodotus (5.57-8) claims to have discovered. 
According to their own account they came from 
Eretria on Euboea. This matches well the numerous 
oriental imports among the archaeological finds of 
Eretria and Lefkandi,64 and equally the Euboeans’ 
prominent role in the adoption of the Phoenician 
alphabet by the Greeks.65

Obviously the expansion to the West followed old 
routes from the Late Bronze Age, which may never 
have been entirely forgotten. Isolated oriental luxury 
imports can be found in the Aegean already during the 

“Dark Ages”.66 In the 10th/9th century their number 
grows, especially in the richly furnished graves of the 
aristocracy, and later in the sanctuaries as well.67 As 
time went by, immigrant oriental workshops (ivory
carvers, goldsmiths, metal artists, perfume blenders, 
etc.) apparently established themselves in the more 
important Greek communities like Eretria/Lefkandi, 
in Knossos, and in other places on Crete, and possibly 
also on Samos (?) and in Athens, thus forming real 
enoikismoi in foreign surroundings.68 The Phoenician 
sanctuary at Kommos on the south coast of Crete, 
identified by its shrine with three baityloi as objects of 
worship,69 is an unmistakable sign of the high status as 
well as the duration of such settlements. Such an 
enoikismos is recorded for Pithekoussai as well (see 
infra). A Phoenician colonization, i.e. a founding of 
larger and permanent self-reliant settlements, as 
Movers suggested some 150 years ago,70 does not take 
place in the Aegean, however.

In the central Mediterranean there are certainly sev
eral roots to the Orientalizing horizon of the early first 
millennium. On the one hand, there are the Phoenician 
settlements founded on Sardinia around the middle to 
second half of the 8th century, which stem from older 
and quite highly developed “pre-colonial” trade rela
tions between the Levantine cities and that island, 
which was particularly rich in ores.71 An earlier inten
sive copper-ore trade between the East and the Bronze 
Age Aegean and Sardinia is well documented archae- 
ologically.72 Sardinia, with its finds of Mycenaean 
pottery and above all the typical “oxhide ingots”, 
reveals itself to be an important province on the 
margin of the “Mycenaean koiné”, aspiring to a high 
cultural level by the Late Bronze Age.73 On the other 
hand, an early expansion of Phoenician trade in 
luxury goods to the rich northern part of Etruria can 
be assumed; its aim was again to obtain essential raw 
materials. Silver deposits seem to have played an 
important part.74 The obviously well-beaten path for 
this trade with distant countries is marked by signifi
cant contemporary finds in the Oinotrian cemetery of 
Macchiabate (Francavilla Marittima) on the southern 
coast of Calabria,75 as well as by the records of an 
oriental presence (of merchants and metallurgists?) in 
the form of an enoikismos in the Euboean settlement 
on Pithekoussai/Ischia.76

The Iberian peninsula (Fig. 5) is an easily recogniz
able focal point of Phoenician expansion according to 
both historical records and archaeological finds; but, 
compared with Greece and Italy, there are special cir
cumstances. In the south-west the rich ore deposits in 
the Rio Tinto area and in the Sierra Morena, exploited
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Fig. 6a. Stelai from the “Tartessian” 
south-west of the Iberian Peninsula, 
showing the local aristocracy with their 
funeral adornment (chariots, weapons, 
cosmetic instruments).

Fig. 6b. Map showing places of discovery, of the stelai depicted on 
Figure 6a (•) and of “Tartessian” inscriptions (■). After Fernández- 
Miranda & Olmos (1986) and Untermann (1985).

since the Copper Age, are the dominant factor in cul
tural and economic developments.77 Here, towards the 
end of the Spanish Bronze Age, i.e. around the begin
ning of the first millennium, emerges what the Phoen
icians and later the Greeks would term the empire of 
Tartessos, and what biblical sources would term 
Tarshish.78 Especially spectacular are the triennial 
expeditions to Tarshish, organized jointly by the kings 
Hiram of Tyre and Solomon of Jerusalem (I. Kings 
10:22; Ezekiel 27:12) and directed towards these ore 
deposits.79

Of the many relevant archaeological finds uncov
ered in the last decades only a few can be listed here.80 
In Huelva, in the joint estuary of the most important 
rivers coming from the mining area, the Odiel and the 
Rio Tinto, a Phoenician enoikismos within what 
seems to have been a true “port of trade” (in the sense 
in which it is used by Karl Polanyi), of amazing size 
and cultural influence, can certainly be assumed.81 An 
especially significant group of evidence is that of the 
stelai decorated with carvings and reliefs from the 
south-west of the peninsula, on which are depicted 
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wagons with spoked wheels, weapons and cosmetic 
tools of Eastern origin (mirrors, combs, etc.) be
longing to the personal possessions of the deceased 
(Fig. 6).82 The distribution of these stelai almost has 
the status of “Tartessian” written records,83 as they 
document the successful start of a process of accultur
ation. Important finds from the interior may be inter
preted in this context.84

The Phoenician Settlements on the 
Mediterranean Coast
The earliest settlements in the central and western 
Mediterranean of enoikismos or emporion type docu
ment the expansion of early Phoenician trade. The 
immediately following phase, which saw the estab
lishment of permanent settlements accompanied by 
continued expansion and trade, is by no means a 
homogeneous historical event which would have 
started simultaneously throughout the Mediterranean; 
it should rather be seen as a multifarious structural 
change taking place within a certain time-frame.

Individual settlements soon grew to be city-states in 
their own right. This is true, for instance, of the city of 
Kition on the south-east coast of Cyprus, probably the 
oldest Phoenician settlement abroad according to 
archaeological finds.85 The town was built in the 9th 
century on top of a preceding Late Bronze Age settle
ment, and belonged, to judge by its cultural facies, 
rather to an eastern Phoenician koine Its particular 
importance for the early Phoenician expansion is 
occasioned by its incorporation into the older Phoen- 
ician-Euboean route of East Mediterranean long-dis
tance trade, which can be traced from the early 9th

Fig. 7. City-wall of Motye, second half of 6th century, reconstruc
tion by A. Ciasca (redrawn after Krings [1995] 400).

century, e.g. in the archaeological finds from Ama- 
thus. From ca. 800 B.C. onwards this route was used 
for supplying Cretan Knossos with Cypro-Phoenician 
oil-flasks and perfumes.87

According to historical tradition and archaeological 

Fig. 8. A reconstructed bird’s- 
eye view of the Phoenician set
tlement Sks/Almuñécar in its 
topographical setting (after 
Aubet 1994).
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evidence, Gadir (modern Cádiz) is without doubt the 
most important foundation in the far West. The well- 
known chronological problems apart, it can at least be 
assumed that the town played a prominent part in this 
initial phase. The fact that the Roman conquerors 
made Gadir the capital of the conventus Gaditanas 
explicitly underlines its former status.88

Most of the many smaller and larger settlements 
were founded during the period from the 8th to the 
middle of the 7th century. They are situated along the 
edge of the target areas for the expansion described 
above, as well as along the routes of the long-distance 
trade. They stretch from Mogador and the settlements 
on the Portuguese Atlantic coast in the far West, along 
the southern coast of the Iberian peninsula, all the way 
to Sardinia,89 Sicily and Malta; further south, they are 
found on the Mediterranean coast of Africa (Fig. 4). 
Again, some of them probably soon developed into 
urban centres, like the defended site of Motye/ 
M(w)tw’ (Fig. 7) situated in the lagoon of Marsala off 
the western coast of Sicily, or Sulcis/S/Cy on the 
Isthmus between the isle S. Antioco and the south
western part of Sardinia.90 Eby sos (Ibiza), too, be
longs in this category, to judge from its later develop
ment. On the evidence of the literary tradition 
(Diodorus Siculus 5.16.2-3), until only a few years 
ago the settlement was considered a Carthaginian 
foundation, dated to the year 654/3 B.C. However, 
there is good archaeological evidence for a consider
ably earlier settlement on the island, founded as 
another station along the old East-West route by 
“western” Phoenicians coming from southern Spain.91 
Taking all this into account, some sort of “colonial 
empire” seems to come into existence. But the 
modern political-historical term does not adequately 
describe what happened in antiquity. The basic prin
ciple behind the foundation of these settlements was, 
rather, the fact that they lay on the main trans
Mediterranean sea routes. The following are the deci
sive criteria for the choice of site (fig. 8):

• a not-too-large settlement area within natural bor
ders;

• the possibility of easy defence, e.g. on an island or 
a spit of land jutting out into the sea;

• convenient harbour facilities with roadsteads and 
wharfs protected from as many winds as possible;

• proximity to landmarks visible from a long distance 
as an aid to navigation (capes, mountains near the 
coast, etc.); and

• open access to an adjacent and a more distant hin
terland.

These criteria significantly reproduce the settlement 
pattern of the Phoenician homeland on the Levant 
coast.92 Apart from Carthage, which, due to its struc
tural difference, has to be left aside at this point (see 
infra), these criteria show the extent to which the early 
Phoenician settlements in the western Mediterranean 
had dramatically different goals from the Greek colon
ization movement, which mainly focused on the gain 
of arable land. This makes the Phoenician settlements 
conform to a more or less uniform and characteristic 
typology. Moreover, none of the settlements on the 
Mediterranean coast of the Iberian peninsula seems, 
right from the beginning, to have had a chora, a hin
terland under its administration, in contrast to the 
Greek colonies on Sicily and in southern Italy, whose 
citizens became gamoroi, landowners, straight away.93 
Regardless of a later urban development, which did 
occur at some sites, they cannot therefore be 
described as urban settlements from the beginning. 
During the early period this is also valid for the settle
ments on the coasts of Sardinia and Sicily. Already the 
choice of the site for settlement, e.g. of Tharros, 
Sulcis and Nora, Panormus or Motye, can only be 
understood as a result of the endeavour to consolidate 
and protect older trade routes94 against rival or even 
hostile powers, i.e. mainly the new western Greek 
colonization movement.

After this necessarily extremely brief overview of 
the expansion and settlement of the Phoenicians, we 
can ask: who were the prime movers and driving 
forces? who were the agents and supporting institu
tions? What were the causes for this extraordinary 
event at the beginning of the first millennium, which 
swept right over the Mediterranean from the Levant to 
the Straits of Gibraltar - and even beyond? Mutatis 
mutandis, it can best be compared with Venice 
reaching out for the Aegean and the Levant in the Late 
Middle Ages and early modern times. To find an 
answer, for which the archaeologist has only limited 
competence, we must look back at the political struc
ture of the old Phoenician city-states on the Levantine 
coast and their political and economic conditions.95

From the literary sources we can deduce that at the 
head of each political unit stood a hereditary monarch. 
The king is master of foreign policy, the armed forces, 
and economic resources. He further has sovereign 
control over the territory of his city-state, as is shown 
in the deal between Hiram I and Solomon, where the 
latter, in return for help in building the temple and 
palace of Jerusalem, finally adds 20 “towns” in 
Galilee to the remuneration agreed upon (I Kings 
9:11-13).96 Besides the king, an advisory council -
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Fig. 9a. Carthage. Map showing the probable extent of the archaic city, with indication of the excavations by Hamburg University. - b. 
Toscanos (Mainake), map showing the probable extent of the archaic settlement; a and b on same scale (drawings by P. Gerstmeier), see infra 
104.

presumably a council of elders representing the 
citizens - is recorded already in the Amama letters as 
well as in the report of Wen-Amun for Byblos.97

In the treaty of the Assyrian king Assarhaddon with 
king Baal of Tyre (it reads as a dictate to a vassal), 
which is known in several cuneiform versions and 
dated by most scholars to around 675, the “elders” and 
the “council” are also mentioned as public institu
tions, and “the people” are explicitly mentioned too.98 
In Tyre this can be traced down into Alexander’s time, 
since Arrian (Anabasis Alexandri 2.15.6) uses to 
kolvÓv - a term taken from Greek constitutional prac
tice - when he mentions the public assembly, presum
ably of free citizens. Referring to the same period the 
historian Curtius Rufus (4.1.16) reports that the 
“people’s will” in Sidon was more important in the 
surrender to the Macedonian conqueror than that of 
king Straton II (Abdashtart).

Y. Tsirkin has argued plausibly, inter alia from the 
deal with the “towns” in Galilee mentioned above, 
that only in the capital of a Phoenician city-state were 
such institutions sufficiently important to be taken 
into account.99 Anyway, this episode shows that, espe
cially for smaller or less important communities, terri
torial allegiance and political dependency could 
change in an instant, simply on a king’s order. In this 
way the conqueror Asarhaddon could assign Sarepta, 
added to the Assyrian empire by his father and origi
nally belonging to Sidon, to its southern neighbour the 
city-state of Tyre, or rather to its king Baal, though 
this transfer was accompanied by an increase in 

tribute.100 Nevertheless it is hard to imagine that 
around the time of Sennacherib’s campaign of 701 the 
towns of Achzib, Akko and Sarepta, still under the 
reign of king Luli of Sidon, should not have had their 
own, at least internally autonomous, political head. 
However, for earlier times there is inadequate evi
dence for the structure and functions of such urban 
committees.101 For this reason a closer look will not be 
attempted here.

The few examples which are sufficiently docu
mented by literary sources, however, show explicitly 
that in early times the political leaders are above all 
the city kings. S.F. Bondi has plausibly concluded 
from this that the Phoenician city-states have to be 
regarded as “palace societies” well down to the times 
of Hiram I of Tyre (and, on the evidence of the 
episodes from the 8th century mentioned above, even 
later).102 These “palace societies”, or rather their 
highest representatives, the city kings, may well have 
been responsible not only for sending trading 
expeditions but also for founding and support of the 
first stable trading posts and trading factories, or 
emporia and enoikismoi, far overseas; socio-typologi- 
cally these are rooted in Bronze Age traditions in the 
same way as the urban palace societies themselves. 
The executive staff of this first phase103 are emissaries, 
agents and functionaries (comparable with the Egypt
ian ambassador Wen-Amun), and specialists like the 
other Hiram of Tyre mentioned above, who built and 
completed the furnishing of the Temple of Jerusalem 
in the service of Solomon. It has to be kept in mind, 



102 Hans Georg Niemeyer

though, that, notwithstanding the plausibility of this 
model for describing and explaining the phenomenon 
in general, the dependency of respective factories in 
the West on specific city-states in the Levant cannot 
be explicitly proven.

The references to Phoenicians or Sidonians in the 
Homeric poems (Iliad 23.741-745; Odyssey 14.287- 
300; Odyssey 15.415-484) were taken by Bondi as 
signs of the rise of a Phoenician trading aristocracy, 
which from the 8th century onward took over control 
and leadership of the commercial activities of the fac
tories in the West (Bondi speaks of “colonies“).104 
This theory is supported by the archaeological evi
dence for the burial of socially high-ranking persons 
in chamber tombs, e.g. those at Trayamar (Prov. 
Málaga) on the southern coast of Spain.105 Their exist
ence may reflect the stronger personal ties between 
this trading aristocracy and the settlements in the far 
West. Bondi’s further supposition, that the new class 
of entrepreneurs moved on the same social level as 
did the aristocrats of the Greek world,106 who become 
active in foreign trade around the same time, is highly 
probable. Its incorporation into the “symposion 
horizon” of the Mediterranean elites of peripheral 
areas, such as the Iberian peninsula,107 is significant 
from a socio-historical point of view. This even 
remains true when one considers that the new devel
opment did not replace the traditional structures (i.e. 
the palace economy) at once or completely.

The question still remains open whether the various 
Phoenician city-states played different roles in this 
historical process, which after all was no more than an 
expansion of their economic range of interaction into 
the entire Mediterranean; in other words, an expan
sion of a different kind, not one based on power
politics or territorial control. We know of some 
fifty Phoenician cities in the Levant. As far as we 
are informed about their political status, most of 
them belonged to a small number of more or less 
powerful city-states, among which at least four 
stand out: Arvad, Byblos, Sidon and Tyre. Tyre seems 
to have played a prominent part, if we give credence 
to the few written sources accepted by modem 
research. According to Velleius Paterculus, it is 
the Tyria classis, turn plurimum pollens mari, which 
was, as is well known, responsible for the founding 
of Gadir.108 But, of course, the Tyrians were hardly 
responsible for the foundation of every settlement in 
the Mediterranean West, where about twenty are 
documented archaeologically for the 8th century and 
about forty in the 7th century. In a few cases Sidon is 
mentioned. By and large, only very few settlements 

are recorded in written sources and and we know next 
to nothing about the origin of their settlers.

Recently M.E. Aubet has argued that, especially in 
the Ilth/lOth century, active expansion to the Far 
West had not been possible for Tyre, which according 
to other literary sources (see supra) had been 
refounded only shortly before the reign of Hiram I. As 
a further argument she points to the undeniable fact 
that Tiglatpileser I (1114-1076), in the report of his 
expedition to the Levant coast, boasts of having 
received tribute from Arvad, Byblos and Sidon but 
does not mention Tyre. The city, therefore, would 
seem not yet to have reached its later importance. 
Also, judging from the statements made by Wen- 
Amun in his report, the coast between Gaza and Tyre 
will have been controlled by the Philistines and by 
pirates until the conquest by David (around 975).109

In reply G. Bunnens has argued that Tyre, as one of 
the southernmost towns, was possibly just out of 
reach of the Assyrian expedition, which took place in 
a very peaceful atmosphere, including a cruise in the 
waters of Sumur (Tell Kazel?), and so did not feel her
self under threat. This interpretation had already been 
put forward by W. Röllig,110 who produced several 
arguments to show that in the first stage Sidon was the 
more important city and, thanks to its geographically 
favourable situation, perhaps the one least affected by 
the Sea Peoples’ raids. He further rightly remarked 
that in many of the early Phoenician foundations it 
was Astarte, the protective deity of Sidon, who was 
worshipped as the principal goddess.111 The evidence 
from the Homeric poems, in which Phoenicians 
appear mainly as “Sidonians” (see supra), fits well 
into this picture.

Does this indicate a climate of competition among 
the Phoenician cities, or at least an advantage on the 
part of Sidon at this time, which was only later chal
lenged by Tyre when Hiram I ascended the throne? Is 
it possible that the rival claims of the temple of Lixus 
- according to Pliny (Naturalis historia 19.4.63) 
somewhat older than the Melkart temple of Tyrian 
Gadir - indicates a competitive foundation from 
another city-state, e.g. from Sidon? Neither the frag
mentary and sparse literary sources nor the deficient 
archaeological evidence can provide us with such 
details.

A glance at the political context in the East offers an 
alternative reading of the Phoenician expansion. For a 
long time scholars have agreed that in the early first 
millennium one of the main tasks of the Phoenician 
city-states was to supply the Neo-Assyrian empire on 
the one hand with prestigious luxury goods, on the 
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other with necessary raw materials, mainly ore and 
noble metals. Obvious proofs of this are the countless 
payments of tribute by Phoenician towns or city 
kings, which are regularly listed in the annals of the 
Assyrian kings. Consequently, Phoenician expansion 
and settlement in the Mediterranean should be under
stood as the outcome of Assyrian oppression, initiated 
and unleashed simply to serve Assyria’s ever-growing 
demand.

This topic has been treated several times recently, 
so that a general reference to the bibliography will 
suffice.112 Here what matters is the following: after the 
Mediterranean expedition by Tiglatpileser I in the 
decades around 1100 - which, as mentioned above, 
was not particularly warlike and so was unlikely to 
bring about fundamental economic changes - the first 
campaign in which a list of tribute payments appears 
in the records is that of Assurbanipal II (883-859). 
Tyre, Sidon, Byblos and Arwad are explicitly men
tioned as contributors, together with some smaller 
towns.113 But again this Assyrian expedition seems to 
have run rather peacefully, and the tribute was prob
ably paid by agreement; subsequently, representatives 
of Sidon and Tyre were invited to the inauguration of 
the king’s new palace at Nimrud.114 Tyre, Sidon and 
Byblos also furnished tribute to Shalmaneser III (858- 
824) in 838, and Tyre and Sidon again to Adadnirari 
III (810-783). It is not until Tiglatpileser III (744-727) 
that the Assyrian pressure grew and the northern 
Syrian region was annexed by the Assyrian empire as 
a province, with the notable exception of the island of 

Arwad, which is still mentioned as paying tribute in 
the first year of the reign of Assurbanipal (668-627); 
so are Byblos and Tyre.115

There is no doubt about the sometimes considerable 
tribute; in the year 732 the Tyrian king Mattan II paid 
Tiglatpileser III the sum of 150 talents (ca. 4,300 kg!) 
in gold. But over a long period these tributes were 
apparently paid in a climate of economic and political 
symbiosis, which on the one hand gave a certain inde
pendence from the great military power of Meso
potamia to the small and comparatively weak border 
states on the coast, and on the other hand granted 
Mesopotamia a more or less regular supply of luxury 
goods, vital raw materials (iron is mentioned explicit
ly as well) and finally financial means in the form of 
gold and silver. In other words, the agreement was of 
mutual benefit, and it is out of well-planned political 
opportunism and the desire to survive as political 
communities that the Phoenician city-states had 
developed into a kind of service society for Assyria. 
But at all events this cannot be taken so far as to see 
Tyre as an “instrument” of Assyrian imperialism, 
expansionism and demand for raw materials. It 
remains at least highly questionable.116

For an adequate judgement of the reasons and 
responsible agents or supporting factors of the expan
sion to the West it is necessary to compare the events 
in the East, despite the fragmentary sources, with the 
approximate chronological sequence of the expansion 
in the West:

Period Mediterranean trade, expansion Assyrian relations

12th-llth cent. Revival of Bronze Age trade 
including expeditions to the Far West.

Syrian campaign of Tiglatpileser I around 
1100 (!), establishing of diplomatic contacts, 
tribute payments; apparently no subsequent 
campaigns.

10th cent. 
(Hiram I)- 
first half of 
9th cent.

Trading expeditions to the Mediterranean 
and the Far West well documented by 
biblical tradition. Corresponding 
archaeological evidence.

Nothing known about Assyrian pressure or 
request for tribute.

9th cent. Trading expeditions to the Mediterranean 
and the Far West continue. Corresponding 
archaeological evidence.

Tribute payments of the Phoenician city 
states to Assyria starting with Assumasirpal II 
(883-859).

8th-7th cent. Settlements are founded along the trade 
routes (for protection against Greek 
colonization?); rich archaeological 
evidence.

More frequent tributes, initially apparently by 
mutual agreement.
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Four main conclusions can reasonably be drawn. 
First, the Phoenician expansion starts earlier than that 
of the Neo-Assyrian empire, mainly for reasons which 
originate in the Phoenician city-states and in their 
changed economic situation after the breakdown of 
the Bronze Age world. It is evident that for the highly 
developed business world as well as for the profitable 
transit trade - the basis of wealth for the Phoenician 
city-states - new resources had to be opened up. 
Second, it was obviously possible in the 9th century 
for the Phoenician city-states to procure the goods 
transferred to Assyria as tribute without great diffi
culty or even effort. No earlier than the 8th century, it 
obviously became necessary to establish a greater 
number of permanent factories for the protection of 
the trade routes through the Mediterranean. But the 
reason for this is again mainly to be looked for in the 
Mediterranean itself: the competing Greek coloniza
tion in the West, which, according to the tradition, 
began with the foundation of Syracuse in 734.117 
Third, Tyre is especially favoured by the biblical tra
dition, partly as a close neighbour, but mainly for its 
role in a last stand of heroic resistance against the 
Neo-Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II, as recorded 
in the book of Ezekiel. Fourth, it is possible, even 
likely, that, alongside Tyre, other Phoenician cities 
like Sidon or some of secondary political rank took 
part in the expansion and establishment of settle
ments. Well down into the 7th century, Assyrian 
sources record other Phoenician towns besides Tyre as 
tributary. The Neo-Assyrian empire subsequently 
seems to have exploited the Phoenician expansion 
once it had realised how profitable it was, an exploita
tion which increased in the course of the following 
centuries. In this context it is not surprising that eco
nomic complications, such as a decline of prices, 
could occur, which could lead to a decline or even an 
interruption of the long-distance trade.

Carthage118
Carthage is a special historical phenomenon in the 
Mediterranean. Its foundation by Tyre is dated in the 
Classical tradition to 814/13. According to the latest 
excavation results it hardly took place as early as the 
late 9th century, but is well attested in the first half of 
the 8th century.119 Seen in the context of the early 
“trade expansion” phase there is no doubt that the city 
is situated in a strategically favourable position on the 
way through the Straits of Tunis, about half
way between the Levantine coast and the Straits of 
Gibraltar. However, the main purpose of this “new 
foundation” - until modem times the term has been 
preserved in the name “Qarthadascht” - was to give 
one of two conflicting parties in Tyre its own “new 
city”. Thus, Carthage was a real case of apoikia, and 
this feature makes it fundamentally different in 
structure from any other Phoenician settlement in the 
Mediterranean.

Already in the archaic period the urban centre of 
Phoenician Carthage occupied a territory of at least 25 
ha, though other estimates are as high as between 45 
and 60 ha (Fig. 9 and 10).120 For that very reason it 
had an exceptional status among early Mediterranean 
towns. It is not a coincidence that an explicit founda
tion myth is known for Carthage. Historical personae 
agentes figure in this myth, and its historical core 
offers the key to understanding Carthage’s distinctive
ness. In contrast to other Phoenician settlements in the 
Far West, a stratified and complex population settled 
in Carthage, including an upper class willing and 
ready to govern, and at least for the first 150-200 
years with a king at its head.121

Laid out according to the “typical” Phoenician set
tlement pattern on a spit of land jutting far out into the 
sea {viz. the Bay of Tunis), and well sheltered from the 
mainland, the city is oriented towards maritime for
eign trade; on the other hand, it had access to a rich 

Fig. 10. A reconstructed 
bird’s-eye view of 
Carthage in its topo
graphical setting 
(drawing by P.Mlodoch, 
Hamburg).
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agrarian “hinterland” (Fig. 10). The beginning of the 
process of gaining control of the surrounding territory, 
the chora, is not yet dated with certainty. Two reports 
by Justinus speak of tribute paid by the Carthaginians 
to local, i.e. African, authorities (Justinus 18.5.14), an 
obligation from which they had only been able to rid 
themselves a few years after the battle of Himera in 
the second quarter of the 5th century (Justinus 19.2.4). 
According to archaeological evidence, on the other 
hand, it is not very likely that Kerkouane, the fortified 
town on the east coast of Cape Bon,122 probably 
founded as early as the 6th century, could have come 
into existence independently of Carthage. Also the 
archaeological traces in the Carthaginian hinterland 
documented by field surveys begin at the latest in the 
late 7th or early 6th century and can most likely be as
signed to deliberate activity by the “capital city”.123 
For the later development the Greek and Latin authors 
tell us more than can be proved by archaeological evi
dence in the present state of research. A decision 
about which finds from the Tunisian hinterland can be 
called Carthaginian and which ones “Carthaginised”- 
Numidian can hardly be made at present on archaeo
logical criteria.124

About the rise of the city, later so powerful, we are 
poorly informed. Again all historical reports of any 
importance are written with the pen of the “others”. 
Supposedly around the middle of the 7th century 
Ebusos/Ibiza was founded from Carthage. However, 
according to the results of the latest archaeological 
research, Ibiza was at first settled by Phoenicians who 
probably came from southern Spain, and probably to 
secure the important long-distance trade route to the 
south-western Andalusian silver mines.125 The “new” 
foundation of Ibiza by the Carthaginians seems to 
inaugurate their military-political expansion into the 
western Mediterranean; even so, mercantile interests, 
and a desire for an overall expansion of the realm of 
influence, may still have been predominant. Around 
580, when the “condottiere” Pentathlos of Knidos, 
leading emigrants from Rhodes and Knidos, wished to 
settle in western Sicily, the western Phoenicians of 
Motye, Panormus (Palermo) and Soloeis (Solunt), 
who had settled there for the past 150 years, were able 
to defend themselves against the invaders with, at 
most, some help from the Elymians who were settled 
around Segesta. Carthage was not called on for help, 
and obviously was not regarded as the hegemonial 
power.126

The political and military balance of power 
changed rapidly, however, probably shortly after the 
Pentathlos adventure, with the conquest by the Baby

lonian king Nebuchadnezzar II of Tyre, the centre of 
Phoenician expansion, in the year 573/2. The Sicilian 
Greeks, mainly the powerful poleis on the south coast 
(Akragas and Selinous are mentioned in the sources) 
must have seen their chance. Now they could threaten 
the Phoenician cities and their Elymian allies, to an 
extent that induced them, at the price of their own 
independence, to call for help from Carthage, which 
had in the meantime risen to the status of a leading 
Mediterranean power. The Carthaginian general Mal- 
chus defeated the Greeks, as expected. He was also 
destined to lead the Carthaginian expedition sent to 
help the Phoenician settlements on Sardinia, such as 
Nora, Sulcis and Tharros, whose foundations can in 
some cases be traced back into the 8th century. There 
the people were faced with the growing threat of an 
offensive from the local Sards, and after the downfall 
of Tyre, Carthage had very strong economic interests 
there as well.127

In the West, too, a stronger engagement in foreign 
policy by the city is evident during the 6th century, as 
in the auxiliary expedition to Gadir, which was threat
ened by Turdetanian tribes (Justinus 44.5.2-4; Poly
bios 2.1.5). For the smaller Phoenician settlements the 
consequences of the conquest of Tyre are not docu
mented by literary sources.128 Nevertheless they must 
have been immense, and it is evident that at this time 
several settlements were abandoned or, in some cases, 
dislocated along the southern Mediterranean coast as 
well as along the Atlantic coast of the Iberian penin
sula.129 It was hardly by accident that R.F. Docter 
could detect a drop in imports from the Levant in the 
assemblage of transport amphorae from Toscanos and 
Carthage which closely matches in time the political 
events in the East. On the other hand, there is a 
marked rise in Carthaginian imports at Toscanos 
starting in the second half of the 7th century, which 
can easily be explained by the beginning of the Car
thaginian expansion described above.130 The evidence 
testifies to a slow and gradual development as the city 
grew into its historical role as the great opponent of 
the rising Roman empire. This is perfectly matched by 
the first treaty between Carthage and Rome in 509 
(Polybios 3.22-26), which in fact only attempts to 
define zones of influence, grant protection from 
piracy and establish a treaty according to trusted and 
established rules of law.131

Even if much has to remain guesswork here, in gen
eral it is plausible that Carthage in the 6th century, 
notwithstanding the campaigns to secure its closer 
foreign trade relationships, did not immediately 
change from a city-state, following the model of the
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Fig. 11. Carthage. Plan of the area 
excavated by the Hamburg University.

Ancient Near East, into a territorial power.132 How
ever, from this time onward the city more and more 
grew into the role of a culturally dominant centre for 
the West.133

Early Carthaginian and
Phoenician Cityscape
From the later 6th and early 5th centuries onwards the 
cultural profile of the Phoenician world underwent a 
substantial change, the general tendency of which has 
correctly been described as a process of Helleniza
tion.134 In Carthage, Classical Greek forms of decora
tion have been demonstrated on an otherwise uniden
tified monumental sacred building of late 5th/early 
4th-century date,135 and especially the sanctuary (ori
ginally dating from Archaic times) found by Fr. 
Rakob demonstrates Greek forms of decoration in its 
3rd-century version.136 This Hellenization can equally 
be seen in the basic features of urbanism. The living 
quarters of the 5th to the 3rd centuries along the coast 
and of the 3rd/2nd centuries on the southern slope of 
the Byrsa hill brought to light in the course of the 

UNESCO campaign “Pour Sauver Carthage”137 can 
easily be compared with contemporary quarters of 
Greek cities such as Olynthos, Priene and Delos, 
especially in their structural layout. In spite of 
their typologically distinct plan they were luxuriously 
furnished according to current standards of the 
Mediterranean Koiné,i3S particularly regarding in
terior decoration.

Well in keeping with these observations for the 
description of the political history, W. Ameling has 
coined the phrase of the “antike Normalität” of Car
thage and suggested that the development of the city 
should be re-assessed in this light, a suggestion for 
which he has rightly been complimented by one of his 
reviewers.139 As is well known, for Aristotle {Politics 
1272b-1273b) Carthage was a polis no different from 
the other poleis in the Greek world examined by him. 
Carthage’s place in the general development of 
Mediterranean civilization, especially from the 5th 
century onward, quite naturally must have left some 
traces in the urban structure. However, the 8th and 7th 
centuries are in focus, if we want to use the archaeo
logical record to shed light on the cityscape and its 
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formal features, and investigate a specific Phoenician 
influence on urbanisation in other Mediterranean civi
lizations. As I have tried to show elsewhere, apart 
from Carthage, useful comparative data are provided 
by the early archaic factory-type settlements on the 
southern coast of Spain and in the western Mediter
ranean.140

In Carthage an ensemble of houses has been dis
covered by the Hamburg excavation under the 
Decumanus Maximus. This lay on the eastern slope of 
the Byrsa hill along an urban street running parallel to 
the slope. It can be regarded as part of a larger resi
dential quarter, and it provides important insights into 
the early development of the urban structure of the 
city, transferred from the East.141 The following obser
vations can be made:

1. After a first phase with a loose building layout, 
from about the middle of the 8th century onward, 
that is from phase Ila (750-725), the houses had a 
compact and insula-like layout with only simple 
dividing walls. The habit of building the houses 
back to back is imposed by an orthogonal street 
grid laid out parallel to the slope, i.e. either 
towards the street up the slope or to that down the 
slope. House 1, oriented parallel with the street, 
shows in the early phases Ila to lib (ca. 750-700) 
rooms opening on to a small courtyard. Another 
courtlike space between house and street may 
have been covered by a simple sloping roof, and 
can possibly be interpreted as part of a street 
bazaar (see below, topic 12).

2. The boundaries of building plots are subsequently 
maintained through the succeeding phases until 
the 3rd century with only minor changes, and 
indicate the existence of some kind of cadastral 
plan right from the beginning of the city.

3. In the late 6th/early 5th century (Phase V) house 1 
was divided in two, its southern part now serving 
as a sanctuary of Tanit.142

4. Building techniques (first mudbrick structure, 
then from the 7th century onward “pier-and- 
rubble” technique or opus Africanum) and house 
typology (among others the so-called Palestine 
“four-room-house“) tell of close traditional ties to 
the homeland of the Carthaginian settlers.

5. The mainly orthogonal organization of the street 
grid and the wider urban structure is obviously 
independent of the fact that the settlement of the 
semicircular eastern and western slopes of the 
Byrsa hill demanded a radial setting of some areas 
(Carthage is not a “tell” like Megiddo).

If the city is regarded as a whole, the following items 
should be mentioned as further distinctive character
istics:

6. In the archaeological record there are several indi
cations that point to a more or less densely built- 
up city area of between 45 and 60 ha (see supra) 
already in the early phases,143 an area of enormous 
size compared to the otherwise small areas of the 
Toscanos-type settlements - as well as contempo
rary Greek towns. (Fig. 9a-b).

7. This area is limited on the north and south by vast 
cemeteries. To the south and seemingly also on 
the beach zone to the east there were metallurgical 
and ceramic workshops, an “industrial belt”.144 
This corresponds to the professional, i.e. func
tional segmentation of the city in the ancient Near 
East (see supra). Parallels are to be found even 
in smaller settlements such as Motye and 
Toscanos.145

8. Remains of Archaic monumental buildings or 
squares - referred to in literary sources describing 
later periods - are missing due to the total destruc
tion of the urban centre in 146. Of the numerous 
sanctuaries and temples that no doubt existed 
formerly, few are represented in the archaeolo
gical record (see supra). According to Appian, in 
Hellenistic times there had been an agora in 
Carthage. It remains more than doubtful whether 
this was also the case in the earlier period. 
Regarding this, E. Otto has lately recalled that the 
Ancient Near Eastern town lacks the open-air 
centre of public life comparable to the Greek 
agora or the Roman forum, and that instead it was 
rather the city gate or the area in front of it which 
took over the vital functions of a marketplace.146

9. Concerning the harbours, which presumably 
existed already in the Archaic period, everything 
so far suggested is guesswork.147 The typical 
Punic Kothon was apparently an innovation of the 
5lh century, and what can be detected today of the 
Carthaginian harbour dates back only to the 3rd 
century at the earliest. In this context a wharf or 
embankment datable to the turn of the 7th to 6th 
century at what is most probably the harbour of 
Toscanos may give us an idea of what existed at 
Carthage.148

As far as can be deduced for the early periods, the evi
dence in the Phoenician settlements in the West is not 
quite as rich and homogeneous as one would like. 
However, in this case, too, it becomes increasingly 
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evident that the houses are arranged “wall to wall” in 
a densely built-up urban structure. Furthermore, it can 
be observed that:

10. The road system does not always run straight or 
have parallel edges, but is “rhythmisized” by 
house corners or houses jutting out into the 
(public!) street space.149 This has obvious paral
lels in the East (Al Mina, Megiddo III).150

11. Corresponding are the special mercantile 
functions of the settlements, where so-called 
“magazine” buildings, viz. storehouses can be 
identified (Motye, Toscanos).151

12. In one case M.E. Aubet has now interpreted a 
room opening onto the street as a bazaar shop.152 
An open room in the area of the Hamburg ex
cavation can be reconstructed similarly (see Fig. 
12).153

Outlook: the Mediterranean Context
It has become sufficiently clear from the above that 
soon after its foundation - i.e. around the mid-8th cen
tury - Carthage was already the centre of an inde
pendent city-state; and in its “townscape”, i.e. in form 
and structure, it was an “Oriental city” just like con
temporary towns in the Near East. It was marked by 
an organized urban structure with normally orthog
onal planning and by the dense building and habita
tion in a limited space that were typical of these 
towns. Archaeologically this can no longer be traced 

directly in the soil of a city so frequently devastated 
and reconstructed, but it can at least be extrapolated 
on the basis of the clear evidence obtained by the 
excavation under the Decumanus Maximus. Further
more, it is clear that the Phoenician settlements in the 
contemporary factory horizon in the West display 
elements of this Phoenician-Oriental townscape as 
well, but because of their small size they do not merit 
the name of “cities” in the same sense as the centres of 
the homeland. The historical importance of this obser
vation becomes evident when seen in the context of 
the Phoenician expansion. But in addition to Carthage 
and the Phoenician settlements themselves it must 
also be stressed that many other Mediterranean 
civilizations were affected: Greeks, Etruscans and 
Italians, Tartessians and Iberians. Within this vast 
panorama of problems and tasks for further investiga
tion, one aspect must be mentioned here due to its 
importance for the present project: the relation to the 
early Greek polis.

At least since Aristotle the polis - i.e. the city-state 
of the Greek world, constituted as a community of 
free citizens - has been described according to defi
nite parameters and criteria. Unlike recently it has 
been widely accepted among scholars that the philo
sopher’s experience and practical knowledge of 
Athens played a decisive role in building up his con
victions. Recently, however, M.H. Hansen has ques
tioned that opinion with a number of very reasonable 
arguments. In any way and regardless of Athens’ role 
in this story, the city’s name also stands for many 

Fig. 12. Carthage. Late 8th century house in the area excavated by Hamburg University, proposed reconstruction (drawing by P.Mlodoch, Hamburg).
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others in Greece, as has been clarified by modern 
research, especially during the past three decades. 
Further, there is agreement that in general this model 
of political organization had an enormous historical 
impact. There seems to be an often tacitly accepted 
consensus that “living in a polis community” can be 
seen and interpreted as a major contribution of Greek 
civilization to the formation of political society.

The definition of a polis advocated by Aristotle in 
his Politics explicitly covers two main aspects of the 
term polis', that of a geographically delimited segment 
of persons settled in and around an urban centre 
(1253b), and that of a political community of free cit
izens (1276b). What could appear at first sight rather 
contradictory, or at least divergent, has rather to be 
understood as two linked and complementary phe
nomena, as has recently been shown by Hansen in his 
introduction to the first volume of the Acts of the 
Copenhagen Polis Centre.154 From my archaeological 
approach I cannot pursue the judicial or philosophical 
dimension of these problems. In the context of “the 
material remains” which I have mainly treated here, 
I have dealt with the urban character of the polis or 
its centre, and the moulding of the frame for urban 
life.

This tangible aspect - the form, structure and out
ward appearance of the polis as a city - has been a 
major topic of interest and research for the present 
generation of archaeologists. Their efforts have 
shown that these two aspects of the Greek city-state, 
i.e. the formation of urban centres on the one hand and 
the emergence of a body of citizens on the other, in no 
way developed contemporaneously. The latest investi
gations by A. Snodgrass and I. Morris have revealed 
that the creation of urban centres rather took place as a 
second step. Morris even goes so far as to draw the 
line between the “not yet urban” and the “urban” polis 
in the late 6th century!155 As pointed out most recently 
by F. Lang, even the early, city-like or urban settle
ments in the Greek world follow the pattern of single
house settlements - with houses detached from each 
other - as first described by H. Drerup and attested, 
for example, at ancient Smyrna, Antissa, Emporio, 
Eretria, Lefkandi, Miletos, and Vitsa; it is only in the 
early 7th century that the earliest terrace-house settle
ment is found in Vroulia on Rhodes.156 Further, M. 
Sakellariou has made the reasonable point that 
Homer’s description of Phaiakian society as a state of 
sailors and merchants (Odyssey 6.36L; 270ff.; 7.35ff.) 
conflicts with Euryalos’ insult to Odysseus as a 
trader (Homer, Odyssey 8.159-164). Sakellariou has 
suggested that the poet has imputed to the Phaiakians 

a type of society which he knew from elsewhere, 
“maybe from Phoenicia”.157 Homeric society, as 
seems more and more certain, had therefore not yet 
developed an “urban” form. If we consider the 
chronological horizon for the descriptions of the 
Homeric poet to be “around 700”, then this new 
assessment of the circumstances in the Aegean is of 
some importance for the present discussion. Certainly 
it is no coincidence that among some scholars of 
ancient history in the past decade it has again been 
proposed that the Greeks took over the idea of the 
city-state, and perhaps even the idea of the polis, from 
the Phoenicians, a view already expressed by Jacob 
Burkhardt around the turn of the last century.158
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Notes
Quotes and referencing of sources have been reduced to a min
imum, completeness is in no way attempted. For the years or cen
turies referring to the time before the birth of Christ, “B.C.” has 
been omitted.

The following abbreviations have been used in the bibliography and 
notes:

Abbreviations
BJb Bonner Jahrbücher des Rheinischen

Landesmuseums in Bonn und des Vereins von
Altertumsfreunden im Rheinlande

CAH Cambridge Ancient History
DCPP E. Lipinski (ed.), Dictionnaire de la civilisation 

phénicienne et punique (Brussels - Paris 1992).
HambBeitrA Hamburger Beiträge zur Archäologie
JAOS Journal of the American Oriental Society
JbZMusMainz Jahrbuch des Römisch-Germanischen 

Zentralmuseums, Mainz
MM Madrider Mitteilungen
RDAC Report of the Department of Antiquities, Cyprus
RM Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archäologischen

Instituts, Römische Abteilung
RStFen Rivista di Studifenici

1. Sznycer(1976)35-43.
2. Niemeyer (1980) 165-89; Niemeyer (1979-80) 279-302; now 

also Shefton (1994) 72; cf. Rouillard (1991) 296f. and H.G. 
Niemeyer, BJb 195 (1995) 63 If. (review of Rouillard).

3. Amadasi Guzzo (1995) 19-30; of an obviously important 
record-archive in a temple from Carthage only the clay-bulls
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hardened in the firestorm of 146 have been preserved: Berges 
(1997) 10-214.

4. Lauffray (1958) 7-26 may be recalled here, who then limited 
himself for good reasons to Hellenistic times only!

5. Short overviews of a history of research can be found in Gras, 
Rouillard & Teixidor (1989) 11-24; Lancel (1992) 457-65.

6. Quoted after Harden (1980) 17f.
7. Vella (1996) 245-50. But the achievements of the last decades 

are numerous, as can easily be seen in the bibliography in 
Krings (1995) 845-904, covering 59 pages (!).

8. DCPP S.V., with bibl.; see esp. Jidejian (1977).
9. For the well known Egyptian Keimelia from the Gublitic royal 

tombs it might suffice here to point to the good illustrations in 
Parrot, Chehab & Moscati (1977) 39-46.

10. Culican (1966) 22.
11. See esp. the letters EA 67-142, in Moran (1992). Cf. Kuhrt 

(1995)1: 324-9.
12. Cf. Kuhrt (1995) I: 300.
13. Cf. Röllig (1982) 16f.
14. Bronze Age Ugarit cannot be treated here in detail. For general 

information cf. the article by Courtois, Lipinski & Xella in 
DCPP, 481-4 S.V.; see Kuhrt (1995) I: 300-314 and the con
tributions to the Colloquium “Le pays d’Ougarit autour de 
1200 av. J.C.” in Ras-Shamra-Ougarit XI (1995), especially 
M. Liverani, “Le royaume d’Ougarit,“ ibid. 47-54.

15. See the tablets dicussed by Lehmann (1985) 28-33: RS 18.38, 
RS 20.238 and RS 34.129.

16. Heltzer (1976) 2 takes a territory between 3,000 and 3,600 km2 
for granted.

17. Cf. Wirth (1997) 7.
18. Metalworkers in the eastern part of Byblos: Wein & Opificius 

(1963) 18; for Ugarit, see Callot & Yon (1995) esp. 162; the 
existence of craftmen’s quarters (not excavated so far) is not 
excluded: “l’enquête montre que les artisans ougaritiens 
étaient nombreux, et leur ateliers probablement dispersés à 
travers la ville, mais que l’on n’a pas repéré de quartiers 
spécifiques, s’il y en a eu.”

19. Kuhrt (1995)1: 303.
20. See DCPP s.v. Canaan (G. Bunnens).
21. The best access to the large literature is through the following 

works: Lehmann (1985); Thomas (1987); Ward & Joukowski 
(1992); Noort (1994); Helck (1995) 110-23; cf. generally 
Kuhrt (1995) II: 385-400.

22. Especially Ugaritica V nos. 22-4.
23. For Akko cf. A. Hermary, in DCPP 13 s.v.
24. Mazzoni (1997) esp. 3O7f.; a new assessment of the regionally 

certainly differing events seems to be necessary for the Hittite 
empire as well (cf. the preliminary report on recent excavation 
results in Hattusha by J. Seeher in the Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung from August 28th, 1998).

25. Badre et al. (1994) 345; cf. for an introduction the first 
preliminary report: Badre et al. (1990) 9-124.

26. Gubel(1994) 342.
27. Bunnens (1978) 1-16; Röllig (1982) 18f.
28. Luckenbill (1926) I §§ 299-303; cf. Kuhrt (1995) I: 360f.
29. Cf. now the well-considered formulation in Kuhrt (1995) I: 

360, from the perspective of the city-states on the coast: “Their 
specialized manufacturing industries (...) and commercial 
expertise all depended on supplying a large-scale consumer, 
such as the Assyrian state now was, in order to maintain their 
own status quo.”

30. Klengel (1989) 295.

31. Gubel (1994) 341f.; see already Röllig (1982) 18.
32. Cf. the remarks of W. Culican in the discussion of Röllig 

(1982), ibid. 28.
33. Stucky (1983) 151 (“around 500”).
34. Pastor Borgoñón (1988/90) 37-142; Moscati (1993) 9-14.
35. Kuhrt (1995) II: 401-409; Salles (1995) 553-82; cf. also Yon 

(1995a) esp. 364: “l’archéologie n’apprend pas grand-chose 
sur l’organisation urbaine de ces agglomérations, qui nous 
reste totalement inconnue.”

36. Salles (1995) 559f. pleads for an international perspective - in 
a diachronie as well as in a cross-cultural and regional sense.

37. Jacoby (1991) 112-31, Figs. 7-9.13.
38. City-walls: Cecchini (1995) 390ff.; the illustration of the city 

and isle of Tyre on one of the registers of the bronze gates of 
Balawat redrawn in the catalogue “/ Fenici" (Milano 1988) 
559L, of the 1988 exhibition at Venice, Palazzo Grassi; see 
Yon (1995b) 119-31. - The lost relief from Nineveh, depicting 
the flight of Luli, now also in Niemeyer (1996-97) 135 Fig. 5.

39. Information kindly provided by the excavator, W.-D. 
Niemeier.

40. See Weippert (1988) 237f.
4L Samaria: Weippert (1988) 535-40; - Lachish: Weippert (1988) 

525-8 (for the map Weippert [1988] 527 cf. H.G. Niemeyer, 
BJbO 193 [1993] 447 [review]); see also the pertinent interpre
tation of building 338 in Megiddo by Ussishkin (1993) 78f.

42. See the treatment of the problem in Harden (1980) 82f.; cf. 
also Gras, Rouillard & Teixidor (1989) 104; Kition: Kara- 
georghis (1976) 138-92; for the immense secondary literature 
regarding the Temple of Solomon it suffices here to point to 
Weippert (1988) 461-5.

43. Cf. Bikai (1978) Pl. 64.
44. Pritchard (1975) 47ff. (by W.P. Anderson), cf. ibid. 68-70 and 

the maps Fig. 6.7; see also Yon (1995a) 365f. Fig. 1.
45. Cf. the maps cited supra nn. 43 and 44 with those of the “îlot 

VI” in the southern part of Ugarit, in Callot & Yon (1995) 160 
Fig. 2, or with Riis (1982) 245 Fig. 7 (here compared with Ras 
Shamra and Al-Mina). Same figure in Lund (1986) 187f. Fig. 
160.

46. Weippert (1988) 385 Abb.4.8; see now also Herzog (1997) 
20 If.

47. Riis (1982) 244f., the quotation p. 245.
48. Riis (1982) 246f. Fig. 10; cf. Niemeyer (1995a) 75 Fig. 4. 78 

Fig. 7.
49. Chambón (1984) 39ff„ cf. ZhiJ. 11.
50. Cf. the reconstruction of the “chantier II" in Chambón (1984) 

39ff., map II (Niveau Vllb) and map IV (Niveau Vild).
51. Chambón (1984) 70f. Pl. 61.31, 32. Pl. 62; Fine Ware (?): ibid. 

Pl. 61.24, cf. ibid. 231.
52. Maass-Lindemann (1990) 169-77, with distribution maps Fig. 

2 and 3; see Maass-Lindemann (1995) 242f.
53. See now Frost ( 1995) 1 -22; - Raban ( 1995) 139-89; cf. in gen

eral the overview by Raban (1981) 39-84.
54. For a useful overview see Gubel (1983) 25f.
55. It is almost symptomatic for the extremely conservative atti

tude of the Biblical research in this field, that the generally 
useful Handbuch of Biblical Archaeology by H. Weippert 
(1988) entirely omits the participation of Tyrian artists and 
craftsmen in the lengthy description of the Temple of Solomon 
and its furnishing, ibid. 461-74. Cf. on the other hand e.g. 
Harden (1980) 137 and Donner (1982) 205-14 (I owe the ref
erence to this important publication to my respondent E. Otto); 
see also the short pertinent remark in Elayi (1987) 5, n. 24.



The Early Phoenician City-States on the Mediterranean 111

56. Pritchard (1975) 13-40; cf. W.P. Anderson, in DCPP 395 s.v. 
Sarepta.

57. This striking name is taken from the title of the inspiring book 
by Culican (1966).

58. Niemeyer (1990a) 469-89; Niemeyer (1993) 335-44; for the 
methodological aspects cf. Niemeyer (1995) 247-67.

59. Bunnens (1979).
60. Niemeyer (1981) 9-33; Aubet (1997) 174-9; Moscati (1989) 

49-51.
61. Bunnens (1979) passim; Mazza, Ribichini & Xella (1988).
62. I cannot address this problem here, which has repeatedly been 

treated during the last decade; see again Pastor Borgoñón 
(1988-90) and Moscati (1993) 34 for further references.

63. Latacz(1990) 11-20.
64. Coldstream (1982) 261-72.
65. Burkett (1984) 29-34; Burkett (1992) 25-40; Röllig (1990) 92.
66. Popham, Touloupa & Sackett (1982a) 213-48; Popham, 

Touloupa & Sackett (1982b) 169-74; Popham, Calligas & 
Sackett (1989) 117-29; see the updated discussion and biblio
graphy in Bouzek (1997) 160-8, cf. 175.

67. Sakellarakis (1987) 237-63; Röllig & Kyrieleis (1988) 37-75; 
Strøm (1992) 46-60.

68. Most recently: Maass (1993) 92.
69. Shaw (1989) 165-83; cf. now Shaw & Shaw (1993) 129-90.
70. Movers (1850) 246-86.
71. Bartoloni (1990) 161-7; Bernardini (1993) 39.
72. Matthäus (1989) 244-55; Muhly, Maddin & Stech (1988) 281-

98. - For Mediterranean trade in the Bronze Age cf. generally 
Kopeke (1990).

73. Muhly, Maddin & Stech (1988).
74. Markoe (1990) 61-84; Markoe (1992-93) 11-32.
75. Niemeyer (1984) 14f.; Ridgway (1988) 657-60; Ridgway 

(1992) 110.
76. Ridgway (1988) 656f.; Ridgway (1992) 111-8; for the metal

lurgic aspect cf. Niemeyer (1983) 50-8.
77. Blanco Freijeiro & Rothenberg (1981) 165.
78. Cf. Koch (1984) passim.
79. Koch (1984) 47-55, 72-8; cf. also Niemeyer (1996-97) 131-48.
80. Blázquez (1975) passim; see too the recent bibliography in 

Aubet (1994).
81. For the recent excavation results see in general: Fernández 

Jurado et al. (1988-89) passim; regarding aspects of metal
lurgy cf. also Bouloumié (1989) 213-21; Fernández Jurado 
(1989) 157-65.

82. Niemeyer (1984) 82f.; Fernández Miranda & Olmos (1986) 
97-103; Culican (1991) 513-17.

83. See the maps in Niemeyer (1984) 83 Fig. 74 and Untermann 
(1985) 8.6.

84. Schauer (1983) 177-83.
85. Gjerstad (1979) 230-54; - see in general DCPP 248f. s.v. (M. 

Yon).
86. Muhly (1985) 177-91; DCPP 248f. s.v. Kition (M. Yon); Bikai 

(1992) 241-8.
87. Coldstream (1986) 321-9.
88. See the bibliography in Der Neue Pauly 4 (Stuttgart 1998) 

730f. s.v. (P. Barceló & H.G. Niemeyer).
89. See now as a first synopsis of recent research: Augusto 

Tavares (1993); - for the obviously Phoenician emporion of 
Abul at the mouth of the Sado river see also Mayet & Tavares 
da Silva (1994) 171-88.

90. DCPP 301-03 s.v. Motyé (G. Falsone), 430 s.v. Sulcis (M.L. 
Uberti).

91. Ramón (1992) 453-78; Gómez Bellard (1993) 83-107.
92. Niemeyer (1990) 62; cf. also Lancel (1995) 374; - on the gen

eral problem see the bibliography cited above, n. 58.
93. Niemeyer (1985) 109-26.
94. Niemeyer (1984) 48-50; Tusa (1985) 38-40.
95. See the useful summary by Tsirkin (1990) 29-43; also Kuhrt 

(1995) II: 407-10.
96. Tsirkin (1990) 37.
97. Bondi (1995a) 290-302; - cf. also Aubet (1994) 132-6.
98. See the pertinent investigation of the text by Pettinato (1975) 

esp. 153.
99. Tsirkin (1990) 36f.

100. Pritchard (1975) 9 (quoting testimonies).
101. Bondi (1995a) 294.
102. Bondi (1995b) 345ff.; see too Aubet (1994) 132ff.
103. I have named them “erstes Stratum” of the Phoenician expan

sion in Niemeyer (1984) 22 Fig. 15, cf. p. 89; see Moscati 
(1985) 273-82.

104. Bondi (1995b) 346f.; cf. also Liverani (1995), who goes on 
speaking about the late Bronze Age “corporations autonomes” 
of Ugaritian and other traders: “c’est ce qui arrive en effet à 
l’Age du Fer, avec des marchands phéniciens” (53).

105. Niemeyer & Schubart (1975); see also Niemeyer (1984) 48.
106. Bondi (1995b) refers to Mele (1979).
107. See now Almagro Gorbea (1996) esp. 41-4, 55-65.
108. See Niemeyer (1981) 9-33.
109. Aubet (1994) 35f.
110. Bunnens (1995) 223f.;-cf. Röllig (1982) 18.
111. Röllig (1982) 20.
112. Frankenstein (1979) 263-94; Aubet (1994) 70-91 (on p. 70 the 

author erroneously includes me among those who regard the 
Phoenician expansion mainly as a result of Assyria’s political 
pressure on the coastal city-states. Obviously she has not taken 
note of my statement in Niemeyer [1984] 88f.: “Die 
Hypothese ... hat demnach wenig für sich”); - cf. further the 
careful résumé by Culican (1991) 467-70; Bunnens (1995) 
227ff.; Kuhrt (1995) II: 408-10.

113. Grayson (1976) § 586.597; cf. Bunnens (1995).
114. Grayson (1976) § 682.
115. Cf. the references in Bunnens (1995).
116. This seems to be valid against Aubet (1994) 89 as well as 

against Gitin (1997) 77-103; cf. Gitin (1998) 162-83.
117. See above and Niemeyer (1990a). It should be recalled that the 

founding of Euboean Pithekoussai belongs in another “pre
colonial” context: see Ridgway (1992) 11-31, 107-20.

118. The amount of recent historical research regarding Carthage is 
best demonstrated by the large bibliography in Huß (1994) 
391-430(1).

119. A very useful bibliography of the recent archaeological 
research is given by Ennabli (1992) 203-27; on the excava
tions of the Hamburger Archäologisches Institut in the 
Archaic living quarters on the Eastern slope of the Byrsa hill, 
see: Niemeyer & Docter et al. (1993) 201-244; Niemeyer 
(1989); Niemeyer, Docter & Rindelaub (1995) 475-502; Vegas 
(1989) 213-17; see further Rakob (1987) 333-49; Rakob 
(1991b)33-80.

120. Rakob (1987) 349; Rakob (1989) 165; see also Docter (1997) 
70.

121. This question for early times seems basically to be agreed 
upon (for this the real position of Malchus - at the end of the 
6th century - is not relevant). Huß has made several remarks 
in this regard, cf. (1985) 458f.; arguing for the kingship is 
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Ameling (1993) 67-71; sceptical, however, is Bondi (1995a) 
295, whose argument that Carthage is lacking any archaeolog
ical trace of a palace, is not convincing considering the enor
mous levelling-work proven for the early Roman empire on 
Byrsa hill, where the palace probably was located together 
with the temple of the Carthaginian Baal.

122. Fantar (1984-86).
123. Greene (1983) 130-8; Lund (1988) 44-57.
124. Culican (1991) 4951; Lancel (1992) 277-94.
125. See Markoe (1990) & (1992-93).
126. Likewise Huß (1985) 58.
127. Huß (1985) 59-60.
128. See Lancel (1992) 95-126 (“La cité tentaculaire, ou la forma

tion d’un »empire«”).
129. Aubet (1994) 293-6; Niemeyer (1995b) 362; Niemeyer 

(1995a) 78.
130. Cf. Docter (1997) Figs. 536-46; Docter (1994) 123-39.
131. Lancel (1992) I03f.; Ameling (1993) 141-54.
132. This is Ameling’s opinion; see against, the review by H.G. 

Niemeyer, J AOS 116 (1996) 600f.
133. This cannot be treated further here. Even in art history a 

survey of the problem is lacking.
134. Cf. e.g. Millar (1983) 55-71; concerning aspects of art history, 

see now Boardman (1994) 49-74 (“The Semitic World and 
Spain”).

135. Niemeyer (1989b) 67-71; cf. Niemeyer & Docter et al. (1993) 
237-9 Pl. 59.

136. Rakob (1991) 58-69ff. Pl. 19-21; Rakob (1995) 420-40.
137. See the excavation reports in Rakob (1991a), Lancel (1981); 

cf. Lancel (1992).
138. Rakob (1991a) 239.
139. Ameling (1993) 274; cf. J. Debergh (1995) 445f.
140. See above, n. 129; an explicit revision of Isserlin (1973) 135- 

52, setting out from the well-known passage in Strabo 3.4.2 
and his t%vr| 'EAÀr|viKriç nôA.eœç is not attempted here; cf. 
also Isserlin (1982) 113-27.

141. See n. 119 for the preliminary reports; the final publication of 
the results is well under way.

142. See Niemeyer, Docter & Rindelaub (1995) 477-84; for sanc
tuaries of similar size see Lancel (1995) 382.

143. See above, n. 120.
144. Cf. Rakob (1989) 156-64 Fig. 5; Vegas (1990) 33-56; Lancel 

(1992)159.
145. Falsone (1981); Niemeyer et al. (1988) 155-71.
146. Otto (1995) 188-97; see also Isserlin (1982) 127f.
147. Lancel (1992) 208f. {"Hypothèses sur les plus anciens ports"); 

cf. Lancel (1995) 383: "Les ports de l’époque archaïque se 
dérobent presque toujours à T investgation". The cothon, the 
brickwall harbour-basin with firm wharf-walls, for which 
Phoenician harbour engineers were famous, is apparently a 
technical invention of the 5th century.

148. Arteaga (1988) 127-41.
149. See Niemeyer (1995a) 74f.
150. Cf. Niemeyer (1995a) 75.
151. See esp. Isserlin (1982) 115f., Fig. 2.
152. Aubet (1997) 11-22.
153. Niemeyer & Docter et al. (1993) 210f., Fig. 3. The new 

drawing is due to Peter Mlodoch, Hamburg.
154. Hansen (1993) 7-29.
155. Morris (1991) 40, sees “the first clear evidence” not before the 

7th century.

156. Lang (1996) 58f„ 61; cf. Drerup (1969) 51, 97f.
157. Sakellariou (1989) 377f.
158. Burckhardt (1898/1952) I: 59; cf. Günther (1996).
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The City-States of the Early Neo-Babylonian Period

Mogens Trolle Larsen

(Respondent: Jean-Jacques Glassner)

The classic Mesopotamian pattern of political organi
sation is the city-state. The very earliest developments 
on the alluvial plain of southern Mesopotamia during 
the fourth and third millennia B.C. were characterised 
by an unmistakable example of a city-state culture, a 
political system that was intimately linked to 
Sumerian cultural, religious and social institutions, as 
described in Glassner’s contribution to this volume. 
Its early predominance came to define the crucial 
importance of the city and of city-life in succeeding 
centuries and indeed millennia in the region. During 
the early phases of the fourth and third millennia this 
Sumerian city-state culture had an enormous impact 
on all of southern Mesopotamia, and its influence 
reached far into the surrounding regions; there may 
have been direct immigration to newly founded settle
ments on the periphery, but the exact nature of the 
expansion from the Sumerian area is not entirely 
clear.1

Although central traditions that bound all of the 
Sumerian cities together in a true city-state culture 
were developed, these did not impinge on the inde
pendence of each city, and in contrast to the situation 
in ancient Egypt there was no attempt to unite the 
entire region in a territorial state until late in the third 
millennium B.C. Certainly, warfare among the cities 
appears to have been relatively frequent, but it seems 
that such incidents had their roots in local disputes 
over water rights or access to other agricultural 
resources.

In the 24th century B.C. we find the first attempts 
to expand the power of one city-state over all of the 
region, and the territorial state became a reality with 
the first Akkadian, Semitic-speaking ruler, Sargon of 
Akkade. The state created by him and his dynasty 
soon developed into what we must call an empire, 
expanding in all directions and installing a new polit
ical system of control over subject populations. The 
Akkadian domination had its basis in peripheral city- 
states on the northernmost part of the plain, and the 

development meant that Sumer simply became part of 
an imperial structure imposed from outside.

During the succeeding second millennium B.C. the 
territorial state - sometimes several competing ones, 
at other times one centralised and expansionist state - 
became the dominant pattern of organisation. The fun
damental importance of the city may be seen in the 
fact that several of these territorial states were named 
after their capitals: “Assur-land” is Assyria, etc. The 
Old Babylonian kingdoms during the first half of the 
second millennium B.C. - in part contemporary with 
the Old Assyrian city-state - were succeeded by the 
Kassite monarchy around 1600 B.C., and in the period 
until ca. 1100 we have a shifting pattern of such terri
torial states.

This paper is concerned with the developments that 
characterised the following centuries, especially in 
southern Mesopotamia or Babylonia. The general 
breakdown of political authority in large parts of the 
Near East that happened in the twelfth century B.C. 
also touched Babylonia, and here it may have been 
caused by, or was at least coincidental with, the inva
sion of Syria by very large groups of Aramaic
speaking tribesmen from the steppes. These new 
groups, known as Arameans and Chaldeans, settled 
extensively in southern Babylonia, where they created 
small states with a socio-political system that was 
based on a tribal structure. Very large parts of the rural 
areas of southern Babylonia were settled, and new 
cities were founded by the immigrants to function as 
capitals of the tribal lands. However, in this massive 
development it seems that the old Babylonian cities 
were only to a limited degree subjected to direct 
immigration; the newcomers settled in the open 
countryside, leaving especially the southernmost 
cities as islands, so to speak, in a sea of tribal lands.

This obviously led to a fragmentation of Babylonia, 
i.e. the old territorial state referred to with this name, 
not only geographically, but also politically. After ca. 
1100 B.C. the traditional capital city of the entire 
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region, Babylon, was only for brief periods in a posi
tion to exercise direct and extensive control over any 
of the tribal lands. This necessarily meant that the 
other cities in the south also became less directly 
dependent on the king in Babylon. It is against this 
background that the resurgence of a city-state pattern 
of political organisation appears to have become 
possible, a development that will be the main topic of 
this paper.

The thesis then is that a virtual collapse of cen
tralised power in the region, which did not, however, 
lead to a complete disintegration of city-life, created a 
unique situation where a reversion to an ancient polit
ical pattern became a logical solution to a set of prac
tical organisational problems. The historical aware
ness of the immensely old traditions of the various 
cities undoubtedly played a vital role, as may be seen 
from the re-invention of political titles, etc.

The leading expert on this period, Tony Brinkman, 
has described the political situation in the region in 
the following words:

“Political power had become fragmented and was 
shared between a weak central government, semi
independent cities, and vigorous tribes which con
trolled substantial portions of the hinterland” (Brink- 
man [1984] 1).

He notes that by the middle of the eighth century 
Babylonia “seems almost to have become a loose ter
ritorial agglomeration of its competing sociopolitical 
groups”, and he points out that for the entire period 
“there was no single native term to express ‘Baby
lonia’ as a unit.” (ibidem 16 n. 62). Another signifi
cant observation is that between 810 and 626 there is 
only one known instance of a Babylonian father-son 
succession on the throne in Babylon; and a partic
ularly poignant indication of the weakness of central 
royal power is the fact that the most ambitious 
program of public building projects in the period, 
as known from extant texts, was undertaken by the 
governor of the city Ur in the extreme south, not by 
the king at Babylon.

There is no doubt, on the other hand, as Brinkman 
states, that “cities were the focus of local government, 
society, and economy and remained critical factors in 
the political and cultural life of the land” (Brinkman 
[1984] 18). The question therefore arises, whether we 
are justified in seeing these developments as a re
establishment of a city-state pattern? There are not 
many examples in world history of such a return to an 
earlier system of political and social organisation, but 
it seems to me that the definition of “self-govern
ment” suggested by our symposiarch opens the door 

to a better and more sensitive understanding of these 
political developments. He has placed the emphasis 
on “internal sovereignty” as the condition for his cate
gorisation, claiming that a city-state can be “a tribu
tary polity or a dependency of another city-state, or of 
a federal central government, or of a monarch” (supra 
18). I shall accordingly concentrate a good deal of my 
attention here on this question of internal sovereignty 
in the cities that have been characterised by Brinkman 
as “semi-independent”.2

Historical Development
In the twelfth century B.C. the so-called Kassite 
dynasty which had ruled Babylonia for ca. 400 years 
was brought to an end by invasions from Elam in 
southwestern Iran. Then for nearly three centuries we 
find a succession of new dynasties in Babylon with 
rulers who at times managed to create the conditions 
for peace and prosperity, though only briefly (Brink- 
man [1968]). In the absence of a strong political 
power in Babylonia, which could unite and impose 
central authority over the many different groups in the 
area, the country’s direct neighbours, Elam in the 
southeast and especially Assyria to the north, came to 
have a decisive influence on political developments in 
Babylonia.

Elam was separated from the southern Babylonian 
lands by a vast stretch of marshes, a region that was 
dominated by Chaldean tribes, chief among which in 
the earliest phases was the one known as Bit Yakin. 
The Yakin chieftains were generally able to reckon 
with Elamite support in their fights against the kings 
in Babylon, whether these were local rulers or Assyr
ians. In fact, placing a tribal leader on the throne in 
Babylon must have been the primary aim of Elam in 
this period, since this would guarantee not only peace 
in the south along its border, but substantial Elamite 
influence, if not outright control in the capital. The 
other player in this was of course Assyria, whose 
interests were diametrically opposed to those of Elam, 
so the forces in Babylonia that remained hostile to the 
Assyrians could always rely on active military aid 
from Elam. The pattern was extremely complex, how
ever, for some of the old cities were clearly not on 
good terms with their tribal neighbours, and such 
cities as Ur and Uruk which were located in the 
extreme south, surrounded by tribal lands, nearly 
always supported the Assyrians. There can be little 
doubt that this allegiance was dictated by their 
special position, i.e. the perceived threat from the 
surrounding tribesmen.
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It was the Assyrian empire that came to have the 
most pervasive and violent impact on Babylonia, 
however, and this country’s history down to the fall of 
Assyria in 612 B.C. is the story of the relationship 
between the two regions, see the map infra 126.

It is fitting to start with the Assyrian king Shal
maneser III (859-827), a most successful conqueror in 
Syria, the Taurus region and in the mountain valleys 
of the northern Zagros chain, and one of the architects 
of the neo-Assyrian empire. Among the monuments 
left from his reign is a throne pedestal from his palace 
in the capital Calah, and the relief decoration at the 
front of this platform, directly under the king’s feet, 
shows a remarkable scene where the kings of Assyria 
and of Babylon are seen meeting in peace and sealing 
a treaty with a handshake. This is a clear demonstra
tion of the Assyrian acceptance of Babylonia as an 
equal power, an equality that was perhaps more in 
terms of culture and economic strength than of mili
tary might.

The scene depicts an important moment in the his
tory of Shalmaneser Ill’s reign, when around 850 B.C. 
he had intervened directly in Babylonian politics, 
coming to the aid of the heir to the throne in Babylon 
who was faced with a rebellion. The Assyrian king 
and his army on that occasion ended their successful 
campaign with a pilgrimage to some of the old cultic 
centres in northern Babylonia, clearly because the 
gods venerated there were part also of Assyrian reli
gious life, but presumably also in order to show to the 
inhabitants of the ancient cities that the Assyrians 
were their true allies and friends, cousins who spoke a 
closely related language, and whose culture and reli
gion was practically identical to their own. Such an 
exercise in diplomacy, designed to charm the Babylo
nians, would make sense in a world where the Baby
lonian cities were under increasing political, military 
and economic pressure from the newcomers, the Ara- 
means and Chaldeans who had settled in the south.

The Assyrian king logically ended his visit to 
Babylonia with a brief military campaign directed 
precisely against these tribes; this led to the capture of 
a couple of cities and payment of tribute by at least 
some of the tribal rulers.

It seems that at most times it was an aim of 
Assyrian imperial policy towards Babylonia to drive a 
wedge in between the old, traditional Babylonian 
cities, especially on the northern plain, and the Ara- 
mean and Chaldean tribesmen. Assyria wished to 
enlist the cities in some sort of alliance with the 
empire, and the tribesmen were always regarded as a 
threat to such a policy; in the background lurked 

Elam. During the following couple of centuries var
ious political devices were made use of in the pur
suance of this policy: an alliance with a local king in 
Babylon, outright subjection of the south, a dual 
kingdom or a policy of “friendly” domination.

Shalmaneser’s son and successor Shamshi-Adad V, 
who came to the throne in Assyria after another revolt 
and a civil war which he won thanks to the support of 
the Babylonian king, reversed his father’s policy of 
alliance with Babylonia, perhaps because of humili
ating terms defined by the Babylonian king, and he 
was the first to campaign widely in the south. These 
campaigns caused such havoc that from this time on - 
ca. 810 B.C. - central power in the northernmost parts 
of the Babylonian plain suffered a virtual collapse, 
allowing the Chaldean tribes an opportunity to step 
into the vacuum created by the Assyrian invasions.

Eventually this meant that the Babylonian kingship 
would be usurped by the newcomers; a Chaldean 
called Mukin-zeri seized the throne in Babylon in 732 
B.C., and this then led to a major Assyrian invasion 
under Tiglath-pilesar III. Mukin-zeri was deposed and 
eventually killed in his stronghold in the southern 
marshes, and after that the Assyrian king installed 
himself on the throne in Babylon, thus creating for the 
first time a double kingdom of Babylonia and Assyria. 
His campaigns against the tribesmen led to the forced 
deportation of very large numbers of people to other 
parts of the Assyrian empire.

After the death of the Assyrian monarch another 
Chaldean, the chief of the tribe Bit Yakin, a certain 
Marduk-apal-iddina (known in the Hebrew Bible as 
Merodach-Baladan), seized power in Babylon in 721, 
and with Elamite support he managed to hold on to 
power here for twelve years until he too was deposed 
by the Assyrians. His reign has been explained by 
Brinkman as the crucial turning-point in the relations 
between the cities and the tribesmen, for Marduk- 
apal-iddina proved himself to be a successful ruler 
who created a degree of stability and prosperity, and 
who was able to function convincingly as a “real” 
Babylonian king. From then on the fundamental aims 
of Assyrian policies in Babylonia became much more 
difficult to achieve (Brinkman [1964]; [1984] 47-52).

Sennacherib’s reign in Assyria (705-681) marked a 
drastic deterioration in Assyria’s position in the south. 
For unknown reasons he was unwilling to function as 
king of Babylon himself in accordance with the pat
tern instituted by Tiglath-pilesar III; he first attempted 
to rule through a local man, then placed his own son 
on the throne in Babylon, and after he had been 
deposed, handed over to the Elamites and killed, Sen



120 Mogens Trolle Larsen

nacherib decided to utterly destroy the city itself. The 
walls, houses and temples were razed and the popula
tion dispersed, and essential elements of the vitally 
important Marduk-cult in Babylon were transferred to 
the Assyrian national god Assur, whose total 
supremacy was emphasised.

Sennacherib’s harsh policy was reversed in certain 
aspects by his successors on the Assyrian throne, who 
rebuilt Babylon and brought back the Marduk-cult 
(Machinist [1984-5]). Anew political system was cre
ated in 672 B.C., when the succession after the next 
king, Esarhaddon was fixed: Assurbanipal (669-627) 
became king of Assyria, i.e. ruler of the empire as a 
whole, whereas his brother Shamash-shum-ukin be
came king of Babylon. This new arrangement, estab
lishing yet another type of relationship between Assyr
ia and Babylonia, worked until 652 B.C., when the As
syrian king in Babylon revolted and started a civil war 
that lasted until 648, when Babylon was conquered.

A certain Kandalanu, presumably a local nobleman, 
was then placed on the throne in Babylon, and he 
ruled peacefully until 627. Babylonia as a whole 
appears to have prospered economically from this 
period of pax Assyriaca, which ironically created the 
conditions for a revival of the old national ambitions 
in Babylon. At Kandalanu’s death a new Chaldean 
chieftain, a certain Nabu-nasir, started a general revolt 
against Assyrian rule, and this eventually led to the 
expulsion of the Assyrian armies from Babylonia. In 
614 the Babylonians were capable of conducting cam
paigns in Assyria proper and two years later the 
Assyrian capital Nineveh fell to a joint attack by the 
Babylonians and the Medes.3

Sources
Because of the lack of textual documentation from 
Babylonia for the early part of the period in question, 
we have to rely heavily on a recently published small 
archive from the second half of the eighth century 
discovered in Nippur in central Babylonia. According 
to the editor of the texts they had originally belonged 
to the archive of the governors of Nippur, a city that 
was located in the middle of the alluvium.4 Assyrian 
sources are more widely available, and for the period 
during which the empire included Babylonia we have 
a variety of texts, royal inscriptions and letters from 
the royal chancery at Nineveh in particular. One of the 
problems in this context is therefore that the earliest 
part of the period, before 745, when the city-state 
pattern may have manifested itself most clearly, is 
very poorly represented in the sources. The texts from 

the period of Assyrian domination can and must of 
course be drawn into the argument, but they are apt to 
show a situation which had changed in fundamental 
respects.

In line with the chapter on the Old Assyrian city-state 
I shall present the argument under the headings con
tained in the symposiarch’s programmatic statement 
on city-states.

Territory. We have no way of estimating the territory 
controlled by the various cities in Babylonia; from 
Nippur we have at best a rough idea, being told that 
the governor there had some kind of authority over the 
city of Der, 125 km away. Clearly, he did not control 
all of the region in between the two cities, but he was 
involved with and interfered in political matters in a 
quite large region.

Population. This point too must remain without any 
clear answer. Excavations in Babylonia have never 
been able to provide reliable answers to such ques
tions. The decline in population generally in Baby
lonia that is characteristic of the “dark age” from the 
twelfth century B.C. on, seems to have been arrested 
around the middle of the eighth century (Brinkman 
[1984] 10).

Urbanisation. As appears from some of the quotes 
from Brinkman given earlier, it is obvious that the city 
was the main focus for the social organisation of the 
traditional Babylonian population groups in the 
region; the Chaldeans also had major fortified cities, 
described by some of the Assyrian kings who laid 
siege to them, but it is less clear that the Aramean and 
Arabic tribes were urbanised to any extent.

Economy. In his analysis of the governors’ archive 
from eighth-century Nippur Cole has placed special 
emphasis on the role of the city in the commercial net
work operating in Babylonia and in a wider sphere of 
contacts. He has shown how “merchants and busi
nessmen, including the shandabakku of Nippur, seem 
to have dispatched agents to markets across southwest 
Asia, including Kalhu, the capital of the Assyrian 
empire” (Cole [1996a] 67). He has singled out as 
Nippur’s local market specialties the three categories 
wool and textiles, agricultural produce, and slaves. 
Wool produced by the tribes in the city’s hinterland 
was used for the production of textiles in Nippur, 
apparently especially a variety of blue-purple cloth; 
grain, sesame and dates were traded there, apparently 
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imported from other areas since Nippur itself was 
located on the edge of the cultivated zone; and slaves 
feature prominently in the texts from the archive, indi
cating that a brisk trade was conducted in this city.

Settlement pattern. The very special nature of the 
settlement patterns existing in Babylonia has already 
been mentioned, and it is not possible to say what the 
cities’ precise relationship with the hinterland was in 
this respect. Nippur in the eighth century seems to 
have had fairly large groups of Arameans, Chaldeans 
and Arabs living in the city, but it may well have been 
a special case, since the city was located on what Cole 
calls “the tribal frontier” (Cole [1996a] 44).

Ethnic and political identity. Our sources are of 
course strongly centered on the cities, which means 
that we have no or very little knowledge of the condi
tions in the various tribal regions. It is clear that the 
old cities with their “Babylonian” population formed 
a cultural unity, one that was perceived as different 
from and occasionally in conflict with the Aramean 
and Chaldean states in the hinterlands. What could be 
called a “city-state culture” seems to have united 
them. This does not necessarily imply that the cities 
always regarded the tribesmen as such with hostility, 
and the texts show a significant degree of interaction 
on all levels between the various ethnic groups. The 
Assyrians, on the other hand, saw it as in their best 
interest to constantly emphasise the contrast between 
the cities and the tribes, and a great deal of our infor
mation comes from Assyrian sources.

In the life of the cities themselves we can observe 
certain features which indicate that they consciously 
adopted what were perceived to be ancient traditions 
in an attempt to stress the local sense of cultural iden
tity. This would be understandable in a world that was 
under pressure not only from the Assyrians but cer
tainly also from the new tribal groups who had taken 
over large areas of the land, and who had different lin
guistic, religious, political and social traditions. It is 
surely highly significant that the city populations in 
these centuries began to adopt a new way of identi
fying themselves as individuals by way of family 
names, a practice that marked them very clearly as 
different from the new groups (Brinkman [1984] 11). 
Where the traditional reference to a person would be 
by way of name and patronymic (“PNa son of PNb”), 
the city folk refer to themselves with an additional ref
erence to an ancient ancestor (“PNa son of PNb, 
descendant of PNc”) - a usage that is reflected in 
many private documents and which allows us to 

reconstruct very extensive family units. In contrast, 
when Arameans and Chaldeans are referred to in such 
documents, it is simply with their name and tribal 
affiliation (“PN, the Gambulean”). The family names 
were often names of professions rather than personal 
names, and they regularly refer to typically urban 
occupations, again establishing a decided contrast to 
the tribesmen.

Defence. The Nippur archive indicates that the gover
nors in this city disposed of an army, and among their 
officials was a so-called sakrumash, a high military 
man who was involved with chariotry and horses; one 
of the central persons in the archive appears to have 
raided men and cattle from the king in Babylon, and 
we hear of an escort of one hundred archers accom
panying some travellers. Another governor is known 
to have lost his personal chariot during a war that had 
taken him all the way to the shore of the Persian Gulf 
(Cole [1996a] 50-51).

Babylonian cities were fortified. There are descrip
tions of sieges and scenes that take place in front of 
the city-gates. Military matters are naturally promi
nent in many of the letters from the Assyrian royal 
archives, and especially from the period of the civil 
war in Babylonia, 652-648 B.C., we have accounts of 
battles, sieges, etc. Each city was supposed to be in a 
position to defend itself, and when hard pressed by the 
tribes would appeal to the Assyrian king for military 
assistance.5

Self-government. At the beginning of the period in 
question we have a kingdom centred on the city of 
Babylon in the northern plain, a political system that 
had been in existence for centuries. The other cities on 
the alluvium, situated along the banks of the rivers 
and major canals leading down towards the marshes 
at the mouth of the Persian Gulf, were originally to 
be seen as provincial centres in a territorial kingdom, 
ruled by so-called “governors” who were appointed 
and controlled by the central administration in the 
capital. When exactly this system began seriously 
to deteriorate, leaving the individual cities with 
much more feeble links to Babylon, cannot be 
determined precisely, but the Assyrian invasions 
around 810 B.C. certainly helped in the general 
weakening of centralised power.

The Governors. Our best information concerning the 
position of governors in the early phase comes from 
the already mentioned archive of the governors of 
Nippur which is dated to ca. 750-725; this means 
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that these texts fall into the period of disintegration, 
but antedate the massive Assyrian involvement in 
Babylonia that began with Tiglath-pilesar III after 
Mukin-zeri’s revolt. The archaeological context of the 
archive is unfortunately unrevealing, and the inter
pretation of the editor of the texts has been called into 
question on some points. Nevertheless, one possible 
interpretation of the texts is that at this time the 
governor of Nippur, referred to with the ancient 
Sumerian title shandabakku, was virtually inde
pendent of the king in Babylon. Clearly, if Nippur 
could enjoy such a status, the other Babylonian cities 
further away from the traditional political centre must 
have been similarly free to pursue their own interests.

The governor at Nippur could enter into treaties 
with the tribesmen, he waged war far afield, and he 
could even engage in raids on caravans belonging to 
his nominal overlord. One of the letters in the archive 
seems to have been destined for the king in Babylon, 
who was addressed on equal terms by the governor as 
“my brother” (Cole [1996b] texts 8 & 1). Three men 
who may have been governors are attested in the 
archive, but whether they were related by family ties 
to each other is quite impossible to say, and we have 
no knowledge of how they were chosen for their post 
or by whom in this period. In view of their extensive 
independence of any other authority it seems plausible 
to suggest that they were local men whose power base 
was in Nippur itself.

Immediately after the end of the archive, when the 
Assyrians began to intervene heavily in Babylonian 
affairs, the position of such governors clearly changed 
somewhat, and the texts from the Neo-Assyrian royal 
archives give certain clues as to how they were 
appointed. In Nippur it seems clear that the Assyrians 
tried to find local men who could be trusted. That this 
was not an easy task can be seen from the fact that a 
series of shandabakkus are known to have been 
deposed by the Assyrians, and the city was often 
engaged in alliances with Chaldean tribes directed 
against Assyria. In view of its strategic position in the 
middle of the alluvial plain and on the tribal frontier, it 
is not surprising that from around 660 the city became 
very strictly policed by the Assyrians (Cole [1996a] 
52-55).

From the Assyrian-controlled period we also have a 
fairly clear and very interesting case from the city of 
Ur in the extreme south, where we find a succession 
of four governors: Ningal-iddin (ca. 689-670) who 
was followed by his three sons Sin-balassu-iqbi, Sin- 
tabni-usur and Sin-sharra-usur. We are here clearly 
dealing with a local ruling family, whose members 

gradually lost some of their independence, as the 
Assyrian pressure became stronger. The first one of 
the line - as far as we know - dated documents by his 
own regnal years, one of the traditional prerogatives 
of independent rulers; his first son, Sin-balassu-iqbi, 
carried out what Brinkman describes as “the most 
ambitious building program in Babylonia during this 
period” (Brinkman [1984] 18). Frame points out that 
similar situations appear to have existed in other cities 
as well: “certain families in a city or province, 
presumably the leading families, constituted a ‘ruling 
class’ which tended to provide the chief officials” 
(Frame [1992] 228).

During the time of the civil war, 652-648 B.C., the 
Babylonian cities came under various kinds of 
pressure from the Assyrians, the king in Babylon, the 
Chaldean and Aramean tribes, and of course Elam. 
The governors had to manoeuvre adroitly in order to 
save their cities from being sacked, and we have a 
most interesting and revealing indication of the 
position of these rulers under the Assyrian empire’s 
watchful eye in the letter ABL 1274, which dates to 
around 651. At this time some of the most important 
cities in the extreme south stuck to their alliance with 
Assyria, refusing to join the rebellion led from 
Babylon. For this they were put under hard pressure 
from the surrounding Chaldean and Aramean tribes 
who generally supported the uprising.

The people of Ur at this time wrote a despairing 
letter to the Assyrian king, asking for his help. They 
claimed that they were so hard pressed that they might 
be forced to resort to cannibalism, but their real mes
sage was a defence of their governor Sin-tabni-usur; 
he had, they said, been compelled by the circum
stances to join the rebels but in reality he remained 
loyal to the king.6 In fact, the city never did join the 
insurrection and the governor retained his position.

At this late stage there can be no doubt that the 
position of the various governors depended on their 
acceptance by the Assyrian king. In some cases, at 
least in the tribal areas, they were simply installed by 
him, perhaps even without any reference to local 
wishes or the existence of ruling families. In ABL 289 
from 650 B.C. king Assurbanipal addresses the people 
of the Sealand, informing them that as a gesture of 
goodwill he has now appointed one of his devoted 
servants and courtiers, a certain Bel-ibni, to lead 
them. Since this was in the middle of the civil war, 
and since the position of the area called the Sealand 
was a crucial one for all the cities in the extreme 
south, this was clearly a militarily determined 
appointment, presumably designed to reassure the 



The City-States of the Early Neo-Babylonian Period 123

pro-Assyrian faction in the region. It is not at all clear, 
however, that it represented the normal procedure.

Interestingly, the Sealand appears in another letter 
which was concerned with the appointment of a new 
leader, and here (as in the letter from Ur referred to 
above) the local elders played a major role. In this 
somewhat earlier letter to the Assyrian king Esar- 
haddon from the people of the Sealand we are 
informed about a situation where a delegation from 
Elam tried to make them accept a new leader, one who 
was pro-Elam of course, and they tell the Assyrian 
king how they rejected the offer:

They (the Elamite delegation) said: “Come now, 
accept Nabu-ushallim, the son of your lord, to lead 
you!” But as for us, we did not agree. We said: 
“Na’id-Marduk, our lord, is still alive! Also, we are 
servants of the king of Assyria. If you wish to make 
him a great man in the land, then send him to the 
king of Assyria, and if it pleases him, the king may 
make a great man of him.”

At a later stage the pretender sent a more direct threat 
to “the elders of the Sealand”, ordering them to come 
over to him; if they refused “you will have nothing 
more to say. I shall come and destroy your country 
and your houses.”7

Although we see that the elders were heavily in
volved in these political negotiations, they made it 
clear that they understood that the final authority lay 
with the Assyrian king, who alone had the right to ap
point their leader. Another letter, ABL 293+CT 
54:484, written by the Assyrian king to the people of 
the Gambulu tribe, contains a promise to install as their 
leader a certain Rimutu, “of whom you spoke to me”.

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. This was surely the regular 
procedure, and one should note that in the case of the 
Sealand referred to above the contenders for the lead
ership were all local men belonging to the same 
family, where one son supported Elam while the other 
was loyal towards Assyria. These governors therefore 
must have come from the leading families in both the 
tribes and the cities.

Despite the commonly used terminology “gov
ernor” for these offices, we are dealing with a system 
that should really be described as vassalage rather 
than as imperial provincial government. The local 
elites provided the candidates for leadership, they 
suggested to the Assyrians who would be acceptable 

to them, and they were directly involved in deter
mining such matters as political allegiance.

We must of course reckon with the possibility that 
there were strong fluctuations in the relative power of 
“governors” and tribal leaders on one side, and the 
king in Babylon on the other, whether a local man or 
an Assyrian; in the eighth century this balance was 
heavily weighted in the various local rulers’ favour, 
but at a certain point the Assyrians were able to estab
lish a relatively firm hold on Babylonia. The gover
nors’ archive from Nippur, belonging to the earlier 
phase, shows a situation when these officials were the 
de facto rulers of the city and even of some consider
able tracts of land around it. They had a staff of men 
around them, they conducted wars far afield, they cor
responded on equal terms with the king in Babylon 
and with tribal chieftains, and they entered into treaty 
arrangements with smaller rulers in the area under 
their political influence.

The City and the Elders. The examples cited above 
clearly show the existence of municipal institutions 
such as elders, judges and assemblies, a socio-polit
ical organisation that was typical of the Babylonian 
cities (and probably borrowed by the tribes), but 
which was quite different from the Assyrian 
traditions. Elders, assemblies, etc. existed only in the 
old city of Assur, where they had their roots deep in 
the earliest history of the city, as discussed in another 
paper (supra 84). Otherwise the Assyrian state was so 
completely concentrated on the institution of king- 
ship, that these other features had no place. In that 
light it becomes particularly interesting to observe the 
importance they enjoyed in Babylonia.

An indication of a degree of self-government that 
persisted here, even in the period when Assyrian rule 
was most strongly established in the region, may be 
found in the quite numerous letters exchanged 
between the Assyrian king and the people of tribes 
and cities in Babylonia. We have ca. twenty letters 
sent to or from a city or a tribe or a district in ex
changes with the Assyrian king. Most of these make it 
clear in the introductory address that it is the entire 
community who is either speaking or being addressed, 
the formula being “the city NN, great and small”. 
Some passages leave no doubt, however, that the 
letters were in fact exchanged with the elders of 
the community, and in some cases it is this group 
together with the chief Assyrian official in the city or 
the region who wrote or received a letter.8

A large part of these texts stem from the turbulent 
political period between 652 and 648 B.C., when the 



124 Mogens Trolle Larsen

entire south was engaged in the civil war. This was 
obviously a time when both sides attempted to rally 
support from as many of the main cities and tribes in 
the south as possible, and the letters do indeed reflect 
a fluid situation where some cities were being courted 
by Babylon, Elam and Nineveh, and where the local 
authorities had to make up their minds about the right 
policy to pursue.

An example is the letters sent to the Rashayu tribe 
whose lands were on the border with Elam, one of the 
allies of the rebellious king in Babylon (ABL 295 and 
perhaps 1260). These letters present the Assyrian case 
in an attempt to convince the Rashayu to stick with 
Assyria. The Assyrian tried to convince the tribe that 
the Elamites were untrustworthy, having received 
nothing but kindness from the Assyrians, but repaying 
this with open treachery. Such letters are highly col
loquial in style, and they sometimes refer to popular 
proverbs and sayings, and one cannot avoid the 
impression that they were shrewd attempts to influ
ence popular opinion, not simply a chieftain, that in 
other words they must have been read aloud to a large 
group of people.

Even the people of Babylon itself were addressed 
by the king in Assyria by way of a famous letter found 
at Nineveh, in which Assurbanipal tried to persuade 
the citizens of the Babylonian capital to drop their 
support of their rebel king.

Message of the king (Assurbanipal) to the inhabi
tants of Babylon:

I am well. May you be in good spirits.
I have heard all these empty words which that 
unbrotherly brother of mine has told you, every
thing he has been saying I have heard. They are but 
wind; do not believe him! I swear by Assur and 
Marduk, my gods, that I have not conceived in my 
heart nor spoken out all these evil plans with which 
he has charged me. It is only a trick he has devised: 
“I will make the good name of the people of 
Babylon, who love the king, as bad as my own.” 
Yet I have not been listening to all this. Up to now, 
my thoughts have been solely about your brotherly 
relations with the people of Assyria, and about your 
privileges, which I have confirmed. Now by all 
means, do not listen to his empty words, do not 
spoil your reputation which is so good in my own 
eyes and in the eyes of all the countries, and do not 
sin against the god!

And I know of another matter which you are 
worrying about: “Now the very fact that we have 
rebelled against him will be a charge against us.” 

No! This is no charge; nothing matters but an excel
lent reputation. The fact that you have sided with 
my enemy should be only for yourselves like a 
charge against you, and a sin against an oath sworn 
before the god.

Now I am writing to you that you should not 
sully yourselves through this affair. Let me have a 
quick answer to my letter. This man, rejected by 
Marduk, should not make me break the agreement 
which I have made before the god Bel!

In the month of Ayaru, the twenty-third day, 
eponym: Assur-dura-usur (652 B.C.). Shamash- 
balassu-iqbi brought the letter.9

This letter, dated shortly after the start of the Baby
lonian revolt, obviously formed part of the propa
ganda effort of the Assyrians, but the exact form of 
this offensive is surely significant. One wonders how 
such a letter could ever be delivered, or to whom? 
Under normal circumstances it would certainly have 
been delivered to the elders of the city, who may have 
communicated its contents to a wider circle, but at this 
moment the city was in open rebellion, the gates had 
been closed to the Assyrians, and in the palace in 
Babylon sat the rebellious king. In that situation it is 
in fact hard to envisage the circumstances surrounding 
the delivery of the letter. At one extreme is the un
likely scenario of an Assyrian envoy arriving at Baby
lon, where he read the letter aloud to the assembly of 
elders, while the local king sat passively by in his 
palace, anxiously awaiting the response of the elders 
to the Assyrian offers. At the other, in my view 
equally unlikely extreme is the possibility that we are 
simply faced with a purely literary effort - which 
leaves unexplained the fact that the letter mentions the 
name of the envoy. This implies that the message was 
somehow put across to the Babylonians, but we are 
not in a position to say how.

However, a somewhat earlier letter from the time of 
Tiglath-pileser III gives us information about negotia
tions that actually took place in a very similar situa
tion. This happened when the Assyrian king was 
faced with Mukin-zeri’s rebellion in 732 B.C.; his first 
response was to send some of his military officials to 
Babylon in order to attempt to negotiate a kind of set
tlement with the citizens. As in 652 the idea was obvi
ously to convince the Babylonians that they should 
throw out the rebel and instead accept an alliance with 
Assyria. The ensuing negotiations, which took several 
days, are referred to in a letter to the king from his 
envoys, and in this text we get a graphic description of 
a really quite bizarre diplomatic situation. The Assy
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rian officials report that they had to conduct their 
interview with the Babylonians outside the main city
gate, not being invited into the city; Babylonians, pre
sumably 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. They are not reported to have 
uttered a word, though, and the Assyrians addressed 
only the Babylonians:

Why do you act in a hostile manner towards us for 
their sake? They [presumably pointing to Mukin- 
zeri’s men] belong among the Chaldeans! It is the 
Assyrian king who can show favours towards 
Babylon, maintaining your civic privileges!

Later in the text we are informed that a group of ten 
and another group of five, although present in the city, 
refused to come out to take part in the negotiations. 
These groups may even point back to traditions men
tioned in the Old Assyrian texts, where we hear of 
such groups, probably formed as committees under 
the Assembly, being charged with administrative- 
political duties (cf. Larsen [1976] 269-273).

The situation is in several respects similar to the 
one described in the Hebrew Bible, when Assyrian 
officers at the time of Sennacherib’s campaign in the 
region came to Jerusalem and tried to persuade first 
the king’s representative and then the populace sitting 
on the walls to surrender peacefully (2 Kings 18). No 
doubt this was a normal procedure used by the Assyr
ians in their diplomatic contacts with rebels: much 
easier to persuade them than to have to call in the 
army. And they must have been skilled at this game, 
for when Hezekiah’s envoy proved to be stubborn, 
they turned to the people, addressing them in their 
own tongue to the horror of the royal envoy, for this 
meant that the common people of the city somehow 
became involved in the negotiations.

This may in fact be precisely what happened at 
Babylon, where the Assyrians were addressing a 
group of citizens who appear to have represented the 
interests of the city - presumably elders or men acting 
on behalf of the elders - and completely neglecting 
the Chaldean representatives, who were after all the 
men who were supposed to take care of the interests 
of the king of the city. This situation therefore surely 
indicates that the citizens of a city such as Babylon 
had civic institutions by way of which they could 
undertake negotiations and in other manners represent 
the interests of the community, i.e. an assembly which 
could even function to some extent independently of 
the local king.

Such an institution, known either with the tradi
tional Babylonian term puhru, or with a West Semitic 
word kenishtu (as in Knesset), is attested a number of 
times, and there were clearly several such assemblies 
in at least some cities. The governors’ archive from 
Nippur contains a single reference to a temple assem
bly, apparently the body that ran the affairs of the 
central sanctuary at Nippur, but there is otherwise no 
mention of an assembly for the city, nor for that matter 
any reference to the elders.10

As mentioned, many letters written to or from cities 
specify that the correspondents are the people of the 
city, “great and small”, a phrase that seems to point to 
a popular assembly, but we have no real knowledge of 
how such an institution might have functioned. How
ever, the “great ones” or “elders” appear in contexts 
where there can be no doubt about their actual role in 
negotiations of various kinds. I assume therefore that 
as in the case of the Old Assyrian texts the elders and 
the city-assembly normally refer to the same institu
tion. This group would regularly appear together with 
the “governor”, both in letters and in records of ver
dicts handed down by them.

We are presumably dealing with institutions that 
had always existed in the Babylonian cities, but which 
may have acquired a special importance in this period. 
The men who functioned as elders were clearly influ
ential and powerful and not to be trifled with. One of 
the letters addressed to the citizens of Nippur from 
Assurbanipal, ABL 287, first expresses the king’s 
delight to hear that they have detained three Arameans 
wanted by the Assyrians; after that we read that the 
king has to explain that when fifteen elders from Nip
pur recently had been at Nineveh, and only half of 
them had been admitted to an audience with Assurba
nipal, 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 into my presence.” Even the Assyrian king 
had to be polite towards these men, and their role 
as representatives of the city was clearly taken very 
seriously.

Citizenship. A text from the Assyrian royal archives, 
purporting to represent statements made by the people 
of Babylon to the king, contains powerful expressions 
of the feeling of civic pride and identity. This text, 
ABL 878, tells us that anyone entering Babylon, even 
persons as low on the social scale as foreign women, 
enjoy full civic rights in the city, in fact, “a dog that 
comes in here will not be killed!”

In the governors’ archive from Nippur there was a
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Fig. 1. Maps showing the development of the Assyrian empire, from Olmstead (1923), giving an attempt to differentiate between areas under 
direct and indirect rule.

copy of a well-known Babylonian literary composi
tion, known generally as the “Babylonian Fürsten
spiegel”, sometimes as “Advice to a Prince”. This text 
is concerned with the disasters that will fall upon a 
king who does not honour the civic privileges enjoyed 
in particular by the north-Babylonian cities Sippar, 
Babylon and Nippur.

If he harasses a citizen of Sippar but hears the case 
of an outsider, the god Shamash, judge of heaven 
and earth, will set up foreign justice in his land, and 
princes and judges will not heed a rightful verdict. 
If they bring citizens of Nippur to him for judg
ment, and he takes a bribe and harasses them, Enlil, 
lord of the land, will mobilise a foreign enemy 
against him and turn his men into corpses. ..."

Conclusion
At the moment it is hardly possible to provide deci
sive proof for my thesis, but perhaps this case can be 
of interest also as an indication of the difficulty of 
understanding concrete historical situations as well as 
of providing theoretical definitions that can be simply 

and unproblematically applied to a given historical 
material.

Since by far the greater part of evidence adduced 
here refers to a period when Babylonia was under the 
thumb of the Assyrian empire, i.e. from about 730 
until the breakdown of Assyrian power a century later, 
the central part of my argument necessarily has to rely 
heavily on the governors’ archive from Nippur, where 
one gets the clear impression of a very high degree of 
internal self-government. Certainly, as argued by 
Grant Frame in his examination of the political history 
of Babylonia in the seventh century, at this later time 
Nippur’s governor was simply an Assyrian official; 
still, he is willing to believe that in the southern cities, 
especially at Ur where the gubernatorial office be
longed to one ruling family, who made use of a dif
ferent set of titles, the situation may have been dif
ferent:

Possibly the use of these titles at Ur reflects greater 
authority or independence of the governors of this 
city. Because of Ur’s somewhat isolated position in 
an area dominated by tribal groups, its governors 
may have needed, or found it easy to acquire extra
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authority and power to maintain their position and 
that of Assyria (Frame [1992] 226).

In fact, the titles claimed by the governors vary from 
city to city, a fact that could be taken as an indication 
of the wish to establish links with ancient traditions. 
Perhaps the clearest example is the consistent refer
ence to the Nippur governor as shandabakku, a title 
that can be traced back to the third millennium B.C. 
(Cole [1996a] 46-50). At Ur the governors made use 
of a similarly ancient and grandiose title, shakkanak- 
ku.

It seems to me an attractive hypothesis that political 
fragmentation coupled with an intense pressure from 
the surrounding world in the ninth and eighth cen
turies led to a resurgence of traditions which were cer
tainly known and cherished in this most conservative 
of cultures. The evidence does not allow us to provide 
adequate analyses of the crucial question of the degree 
of self-government enjoyed by the cities, but more 
evidence is bound to appear. We can only hope it will 
answer our question.

Notes
1. See Algaze (1993) for an interpretation of the developments.
2. The conclusions reached in this paper must of necessity be 

somewhat preliminary in character; the available sources are, as 
explained below, not very rich, and the problem addressed here 
has never been the topic of any sustained research effort. This 
situation is bound to improve soon, since Karen Rådner is 
starting a new project in Vienna that aims at an analysis of what 
she refers to as the “early democracy” in the neo-Babylonian 
city-states. I have benefited greatly from a reading of her 
project proposal.

3. Oates (1991) for a general overview; see also Glassner (1993) 
179-197.

4. Cole (1996a and b); for an overview of sources, see Brinkman 
(1968) 7. Cole’s interpretation of the Nippur texts may be 
somewhat enthusiastic, as pointed out by Driel (1998), and we 
may in fact not be dealing with an archive that belonged to the 
political leaders of the city. Van Driel also questions the conclu
sions concerning the virtual independence of Nippur at this 
time, but while it is true that other interpretations are possible, 
Cole’s overall reconstruction is at least plausible.

5. See e.g. ABL 815, discussed by Dietrich (1970) 90-91.
6. Frame (1992) 166; see Brinkman (1984) 98, who regards the 

interpretation of the damaged letter as “uncertain”.
7. ABL 576; see Dietrich (1970) 24.
8. ABL 210, 287, 289, 295, 296, 297, 301, 518, 571, 576, 736, 

771, 926, 942, 1146, 1260, 1274, 1386; these letters were sent 
to or from Babylon, Nippur, Ur, Uruk, Kisik, Shat-iddina, the 
Elders of the Sealand, the people of Gambulu, the people of 
Rashayu.

9. ABL 301; translation from Oppenheim (1967) 169-170.
10. Cole (1996b) 224-225. Discussion of assemblies and references 

in Nicolo (1951) 146-7, cf. Frame (1992) 231 n. 116.
11. Cole (1996b) text #128; see also Foster (1993) 760-762.

Bibliography
ABL = P.F. Harper, Assyrian and Babylonian Letters 1-X1V 

(Chicago 1892-1914).
Algaze, G. 1993. The Uruk World System. The Dynamics of Expan

sion of Early Mesopotamian Civilization (Chicago & London).
Brinkman, J.A. 1964. “Merodach-Baladan II,” in R.D. Biggs & J.A. 

Brinkman, Studies Presented to A. Leo Oppenheim (Chicago) 6- 
53.

Brinkman, J.A. 1968. A Political History of Post-Kassite Babylonia 
(Rome).

Brinkman, J.A. 1984. Prelude to Empire. Babylonian Society and 
Politics, 747-626 B.C. (Philadelphia).

Cole, S.W. 1996a. Nippur in Late Assyrian Times, c. 755-612 BC 
(Helsinki).

Cole, S.W. 1996b. Nippur IV. The Early Neo-Babylonian 
Governor’s Archive from Nippur (Chicago).

Dietrich, M. 1970. Die Aramäer Südbabyloniens in der 
Sargonidenzeit (Neukirchen-Vluyn).

Driel, G.v. 1998. “Eighth Century Nippur,” Bibliotheca Orientalis 
55:334-345.

Foster, B.R. 1993. Before the Muses. An Anthology of Akkadian 
Literature (Bethesda, Maryland).

Frame, G. 1992. Babylonia 689-627 B.C. A Political History 
(Istanbul).

Glassner, J.-J. 1993. Chroniques mésopotamiennes (Paris).
Larsen, M.T. 1976. 77i¿ Old Assyrian City-State and its Colonies 

(København).
Machinist, P. 1984-85. “The Assyrians and their Babylonian 

Problem: Some Reflections.” Jahrbuch, Wissenschaftskolleg zu 
Berlin 353-364.

Nicolo, M.S. 1951. Babylonische Rechtsurkunden (München).
Oates, J. 1991. “The Fall of Assyria (635-609 B.C.),” The 

Cambridge Ancient History III 2: 162-193.
Oppenheim, A.L. 1967. Letters from Mesopotamia (Chicago).





The Philistine City -states

John Strange

The Background
Towards the end of the Late Bronze Age, Palestine 
was divided into a number of city-states which, in var
ious circumstances and with some breaks and 
changes, had existed throughout the Bronze Age 
(Strange, supra 67-76). We are wellinformed about 
their size and distribution from the Amama letters 
from the middle of the 14th century B.C. (Finkel
stein [1996]). Palestine was then divided into 14 city- 
states with a three-level system of cities, towns and 
villages. The territory of the states ranged between 
2500 km2 (Hazor) and 550 km2 (Shimron near Me
giddo) depending chiefly on the terrain and economic 
possibilities. Palestine had come under Egyptian rule 
when Tutmosis III conquered it in a campaign during 
which he got as far as Northern Syria. This happened 
at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age and, ac
cording to the low chronology, in the year 1457 (cf. 
Kitchen [1987]). Egyptian domination was strength
ened in the Ramesside period in the 13th century B.C., 
when Sety I and Ramesses II, after a number of mili
tary campaigns, reorganized the province and reas
serted Egyptian domination by a military occupation, 
further buttressed by Merenptah and Ramesses III 
(Singer [1988]; [1994] 294).

The economic base of Palestine, however, eroded 
slowly during the Late Bronze Age due to factors not 
yet fully understood (Strange [1987] 1-15), but some
how a climatic change must have played a large role 
(Strange [forthcoming a]). The result was famine 
(Singer [1994] 291). Another strain on the economy 
was the repeated wars between the Hittite empire and 
Egypt (for the history of the period, see Redford 
[1992] 148-91).

After 1200 B.C. the Late Bronze Age culture col
lapsed and Palestine entered another intermediate 
period much like the Interval between the Early and 
Middle Bronze Age and the Interval between the 
Middle and Late Bronze Age. This Interval between 
the Bronze Age and the Iron Age (called the Iron I 
Period) ended in the Iron Age with the emergence of 
the kingdoms of Israel in the north - centered around 
Tirza and later Samaria - and Judah in the south - 

centered around Jerusalem in the late 10th or early 9th 
century B.C. (Strange [forthcoming b]).

In this Intermediate period Palestine was roughly 
divided into three zones, each with its own settlement 
pattern. The mountainous zones in the northern and 
central mountain range were occupied by a number of 
Iron Age villages with a subsistence economy based 
on dry farming and pastoralism (Finkelstein [1995], 
Strange [forthcoming b]). In the Jizre’el-valley and 
the northern part of the Jordan valley, and around 
Lake Tiberias, a number of city-states had survived 
from the Bronze Age, viz., Megiddo (Singer [1994] 
286), Ta'anak, and to the east Kinneret and Tell Hadar 
(Volkmar Fritz, orally), Beth Shan in the Jordan val
ley (still with a partly Egyptian population), and fur
ther to the south Tell Saidiyeh and Tell Mazar 
(Strange [forthcoming a]). They were probably still 
under Egyptian rule at the beginning of this period, 
and they were strategically placed on the trade route 
between the Eastern Mediterranean coast and the 
lands east of the River Jordan. Thirdly, in the west, on 
the coastal plain, lay the Philistine city-states.

The Epigraphic and Literary Evidence
These states arose in the aftermath of the invasions of 
the Sea Peoples in the years 1218 in the reign of 
Merenptah, and 1180 and 1177 in the reign of 
Ramesses III, again according to the low chronology.

The Sea Peoples consisted of elements from several 
different “tribes” or “peoples”, as may be seen from 
the reliefs at the mortuary temple of Ramesses III at 
Medinet Habu (Medinet Habu I-III; Yadin [1963] 
332-345; Dothan [1982] 5-10): the Lukku, the Sher- 
den, the Tursha, the Philistines, the Tjekker, the She- 
kelesh, the Denyen and the Weshesh (Strange [1980] 
138-142.157-186). There is today agreement that the 
Sea Peoples came from the Balkans and the Aegean 
world, with Cyprus as the last stop on the way before 
the invasion into the Levant.1 In the Bible it is stated 
that they came from Caphtor (Gen. 10,13f; Amos 9,7; 
Jer. 47,4); the identification of this place is probably 
Cyprus but possibly Crete (Strange [1980]; see most 
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recently Quack [1997]). This place was a station on 
their route to the Levant, and does not tell us anything 
about the ultimate origin of the Sea Peoples. Possibly 
they came from several different regions, like the Ger
manic peoples of the great migration at the end of the 
Classical period (see e.g. Sandars [1978] 157-177; 
Strange [1980] 157-60).

Three of these “peoples” were settled after their 
defeat on the coastal plain of Palestine and are attested 
there around 1100 B.C.: the Sherden, the Tjekker and 
the Philistines; probably the Philistines were to the 
south, the Tjekker in the middle and the Sherden in 
the north (Onomasticon of Amenope, see Gardiner 
[1947] I 194*-205*; Strange [1980] 159). The 
sequence from south to north is corroborated partly by 
the Bible - where the name Philistines seems to 
denote all three groups settled on the coastal plain - 
and partly by the Wen Amon Report from the time of 
Ramesses XI - where Tjekker are mentioned at Dor,2 
while the Sherden seem to be settled on the plain of 
Akko (Singer [1994] 297-98).

The “Philistine” territory proper reached from Gaza 
(Tell Ghazze, Palestine Grid 099101) in the south to 
Ekron (Khirbet el Muqanna/Tel Miqne, PG 136131) 
and Ashdod (Tell Isdud, PG 117129) in the north. But 
apparently Philistines lived as far south as Gerar (Tell 
Abu Hureire/Tel Haror, PG 1 12087), Gen. 26,1, and 
Siqlag (Tell el-Shari'a/Tel Sera', PG 119088), 1. Sam. 
27,5-7; and as far north as Aphek (Ras el-Ain/Tel 
Aphek, PG 143168), l.Sam. 4,1; 29,1; 2. Kings 13,22 
(LXX), and Tell Qasile (PG 130169) where an impor
tant Philistine temple was found (Dothan, Dunayev- 
sky and Mazar [1993] 1204-5,1207-10; Mazar [1980- 
5]). The eastern border of the territory was Gath (Tell 
el-Safi/Tel Zafit, PG 135123) or even Azeqa (Khirbet 
Tell Zakariyeh, PG 144123), 1 Sam. 17,1?

The presence of the Philistines in this area, and only 
in this area, may be deduced from a combination of 
written and material evidence. As mentioned above 
the Philistines were settled there according to the 
Onomasticon of Amenope, and they are mentioned in 
the Old Testament. Here they are described as living 
in a confederation of city-states in this area, their main 
cities being Gaza (Tell Ghazze, PG 099101), Ashdod 
(Tell Isdud, PG 117129), Ashkelon (Asqalan, PG 
107119), Gath (Tell el-Safi),4 and Ekron (Khirbet el- 
Muqanna/Tel Miqne, PG 136131, e.g. Joshua 13,3; 1. 
Sam. 6,17f.). They tried to gain a foothold in the 
mountains (1. Sam. 4; 13; 17; 28; 31) but were finally 
checked by David (2. Sam. 8,1). Even if these texts 
are 500-600 years later than the events they describe, 
they probably reflect reliable traditions.

The Philistines continued to live on the coastal 
plain as may be seen from the oracles of prophets 
from the 7th and 6th century B.C. (Am. 1,6-8; Jer. 47; 
Seph. 2,4-7).

The country Pilishta is mentioned in the Assyrian 
archives when the area was incorporated in the 
Assyrian empire under Sargon II in 713 B.C. (Stone 
[1995] 19f). It is noteworthy that a newly found in
scription from Ekron mentions “Ikausu, son of Padi”, 
names known from the Assyrian archives as royal 
Philistine names? Later the name Philistine is con
nected with the area and developed into the Greek- 
Roman name Palestine.

In the Bible we perhaps have an indication of a sep
arate language of the Philistines in the word 
“seranim”, the word for the rulers of the five Philistine 
cities (e.g. Joshua 13,3; Judges 16,5; 1 Sam. 5,8; 
29,2). This word has been compared to Greek 
“tyrannos” (supposedly a Lydian word) or Hiero- 
glyph-Hittite “sarauanas” or “TRW-na-s”; it is cer
tainly not a Semitic word (Strange [1980] 133f); also 
the name Akish/Ikausu is probably a Philistine and 
not a Semitic name (Gittin [1998] 173f).

The Material Remains
The oldest material remains from the Philistines was 
found in Ekron. A new city was built directly on top 
of the remains of the Bronze Age city, and the finds 
contain a large amount of a locally produced Myc. 
IIIC:lb pottery.6 This monochrome ware is a direct 
descendant of Mycenaean pottery with the closest 
parallels in Cyprus (Caphtor/Keftiu, Strange [1980]) 
and Cilicia. Above, in the following layer, this pottery 
is replaced by the true “Philistine” pottery. This is a 
type of pottery with forms derived from Mycenaean, 
Cypriot, Egyptian and Palestinian forms, mostly with 
a white slip or rather wash, and a bichrome decoration 
with Mycenaean, Egyptian and Palestinian motifs, 
being a separate class of Sub-Mycenaean pottery 
(Myc. III:C 1 c) with Levantine and Palestinian fea
tures (Desborough [1964] 209-14; Dothan [1982] 94- 
218). The pottery has been found over a wide area: as 
far to the south-east as Tell Masos, South-east of 
Be’ersheba; as far north as Tell Dan (Tell el-Qadi); as 
far east as Tell Deir Allah, east of the Jordan river; and 
as far north-east as Tell el-Fukhar, east of Irbid on the 
northern plateau (Strange [1997a] 405; McGovern 
[1997] 424). This spread, however, is due to trade and 
does not reflect Philistine settlements outside the core 
area. Among the plain wares, a special type of 
cooking pot was found, which is not derived from the
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Fig. 1. Map of Israel.
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usual Palestinian repertoire, and possibly points to 
a foreign “cuisine”. It has been questioned whether 
the “Philistine” pottery was really made by the 
Philistines, not the least because there is a time lag 
from the Sea Peoples’ invasion and settlement and the 
occurrence of the oldest “Philistine” pottery (see e.g. 
Desborough [1964] 209-14). This is an example of the 
problem of whether ethnicity can be traced in the 
archaeological record. In this case, however, I feel 
confident that there is a connection, because we have 
a link with contemporary texts; they testify to a 
peculiar culture and a political state formation over a 
period of 500 years, as well as a material culture in the 
same area which can be shown to consist of several 
elements all pointing the same way. The accumulated 
evidence of literary sources and material remains 
seems decisive (Stone [1995]; Strange [1998b] 47f).

Other classes of artifacts and architectural charac
teristics may also with some certainty be classified 
as Philistine (cf. Stone [1995] 17-19). The most 
important architectural evidence is a palace found at 
Ekron from the 12th century B.C. with a hearth of the 
same type as in the Aegean palaces, and not found 
outside the Philistine area.7 Next, there are graves 
(Waldbaum [1966]; Dothan [1982] 252-88); cultic 
objects;8 ivories;9 and possibly bronzework (Dothan 
and Dothan [1992] 248-51). A note of warning must 
be sounded concerning the anthropoid clay sarcophagi 
which have been used uncritically to identify Sea 
Peoples all over the southern Levant; the sarcophagi 
are Egyptian, but perhaps some of them, especially 
from Deir el-Balah and Beth Shan, may, because of 
their distinctive decoration on the headband, be 
assigned to Sea-Peoples/Philistines (Dothan [1979] 98- 
104; McGovern [1994] 146-49; Noort [1994] 128-33).

After a rather short period, probably no more than 
one or two centuries, the material culture of the 
Philistines was acculturated to the Palestinian material 
culture; but they never completely lost their “cultural 
core” nor were they assimilated into Palestinian 
society (Stone [1995] 7; Gitin [1967]). Thus there is a 
distinct regional pottery assemblage in the Philistine 
area in the 7th century (Gitin [1998] 167).

The City-States
Territory. The core territory occupied by the Philis
tine cities and their hinterland was 50 km long and 20 
km wide, orca. 1000 km2 (Stager [1995] 342); and the 
area inhabited by the Philistines was altogether 100 
km long and 20-40 km wide, or ca. 3500 km2 (cf. map 
in Stager [1995] 336); thus it was not very much 

larger than the city-states of the Amama period. How 
the territory was divided among the cities is not pos
sible to state. There is not enough published evidence, 
and Central Place Theory (Renfrew and Bahn [1991] 
158T) or XTENT Modeling (Renfrew and Bahn 
[1991] 159f) do not to my mind seem useful. For one 
thing, the nature of some of the cities as harbours 
makes any estimate of their territory very uncertain: 
there is not necessarily any direct connection between 
the size of the city and the size of its territory.

Size. The size of at least some of the cities is known. 
Ashkelon on the coast, possibly the most important of 
the Philistine cities, was 50-60 ha in size (Stager 
[1995] 346); Ashdod to the north of it, was 100 acres 
(40.5 ha) in size in the 11th century (Ashdod X, see 
Gitin [1998] 165); Ekron, the most important inland 
city, was 50 acres (20 ha) in size in the 11th century 
(stratum IV); after a destruction it was reduced to 10 
acres (4 ha) in Iron II (Gitin [1998] 167); but in the 
period after 700 when it was under Assyrian 
dominance it grew again to 75 acres (30 ha) (Gitin 
[1998] 167). I have no estimate of the size of Gaza in 
the Iron Age, and the identification of Gath is still 
uncertain. If it is to be identified with Tell el-Safi there 
is no published estimate of the size of the Philistine 
city (cf. Stem [1993]); if it is identified with Tel Abu 
Hureire/Tel Haror, the size is 4 ha (Oren [1993] 580).

Other tells have also revealed Philistine cities of 
some size, e.g. Tell Qasile in present day Tel Aviv (PG 
139167), its size being 4 acres (1.6 ha) (Dothan, 
Dunayevsky and Mazar [1993] 1204), and Biblical 
Timnah (Tell Batash, PG 141132), its size being 10 
acres (4 ha) (Mazar and Keim [1993] 152).

Population. As most of the Philistine population at 
the beginning lived in the five major Philistine cities 
(see below), it is possible to suggest a guesstimate of 
the size of the population, of course with lots of reser
vations. As the total built-up area is more than 100 ha, 
the number may be calculated at 25,000 (Stager 
[1995] 344), based on a rate of 250 persons per 
hectare (Stager [1985]). There is to my mind no 
reason to assume that this number increased in the 
cities over the following centuries. Any increase in 
the population would rather have occurred in satellite 
cities or in the countryside.

Ethnic and political identity. Although the Phili
stines underwent a process of acculturation over the 
period from their settlement to the Babylonian and 
Persian conquests, it seems that they managed to 
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retain their identity through the whole period (Stone 
[1995]; Gitin [1998]).

Admittedly, the Philistine cities were destroyed by 
the Babylonians and their inhabitants deported to 
Babylon, but in spite of the fact that the Philistines 
more or less disappeared from the records (Gitin 
[1998] 163), it is worth remembering that the name of 
the region is still attested in the writings of Herodotus 
(Lemche [1996] 96f), and through the Hellenistic and 
Roman-Byzantine periods the name was extended to 
cover all of Palestine, both east and west of the river 
Jordan (Avi-Yonah [1966] 118-125 with map).

A case may also be made for the cultural separate
ness of the cities on the southern Levantine coast in 
later Classical periods. Thus their mention in Steph
anus of Byzantium and the coins point to close ties 
with Greece (Strange [1980] 122f); and Athenaios 
tells us that Atargatis and her son Ichthys were con
nected with Ashkelon (Strange [1980] 134). Ichthys is 
the Greek name for the Philistine god Dagon, which is 
usually derived from the Semitic word for “grain”, but 
if 1 Sam. 5,4 is to be taken seriously, he was in fact a 
fish god, and his name is derived from the Semitic 
“dag” = fish (cf. Holter [1989]). It must be kept in 
mind that much of this may be late speculations and 
myth-making.

In this connection, however, the question must be 
asked, how great a proportion of the inhabitants in the 
Philistine area were Philistine immigrants or their 
descendants, and how great a proportion were indige
nous Canaanites.10 That the Philistines were a 
minority is indicated by the fact that they were settled 
as “mamluks” by Ramesses III to control the area and 
preserve it as an Egyptian province (cf. below). It is 
inconceivable that the Philistines, while destroying 
the cities, also killed all the inhabitants in the area in 
order to create an empty land to settle. On the other 
hand, it cannot be precluded that many of the inhabi
tants on the coastal plain fled to the mountains, which 
were already populated. The Philistines were prob
ably a minority but they constituted the elite and kept 
this position. The rather rapid acculturation can be 
explained by the assumption that a number of the 
indigenous population were admitted into this elite 
over the centuries.

Settlement pattern. Philistia seems to be settled in a 
three layer system. Of the first rank were the five 
Philistine cities, the capitals of the Philistine city- 
states. Of the second rank were a number of cities de
pendent on one of the 5 cities, such as Timnah/Tell 
Batash (PG 141132), a daughter city to Ekron (Gitin 

[1998] 165), or Tell Qasile, probably a daughter city to 
Ashdod (or Dor), or Gerar/Tell Abu Hureire, probably 
a daughter city to Gaza. And of the third rank a number 
of unfortified villages must have existed, at least in the 
greater part of the period of the city-states. This pattern 
may perhaps be corroborated by a list of towns and 
villages from the 7th century from neighbouring 
Judah, showing Judah being divided into a number of 
districts with cities and their villages and hamlets 
(Joshua 15,20-62; 18,21-28; 19,40-46, cf. map in 
Strange [1998] 40). At least the districts in the foothills 
close to the territory of the Philistine cities would 
supposedly have the same settlement pattern as these.

Citizenship. There is no information on citizenship in 
the technical political sense in the Philistine cities; the 
notion of citizenship is not relevant in their case, and 
the concept was developed later. In the Ancient Near 
East citizenship was little more than birth or residence 
in a particular place, with certain privileges possessed 
by freeborns as against slaves (cf. Bruce [1992]). On 
the other hand, I suppose that there was a clear dis
tinction between the Philistines and the rest of the 
population in the cities, as we see it in other countries 
in the Near East. In Israel, for example, the status of 
“ger” (Greek paroikos) or “sojourner” was an 
acknowledged concept, and is attested in accounts 
like the patriarchal stories (e.g. Gen. 12,10; 23,4; 
26,3,11) (Spencer [1992]).

Urbanization. The Philistine civilization seems to 
have been an urban civilization from the beginning. 
This may be inferred from the texts of Ramesses III in 
which he maintains that he himself settled them: “I 
settled them in fortresses confined through my name. 
Their draftees were numerous, approaching hundreds 
of thousands, and I supplied them all by tax with 
clothing and provisions reckoned against the treasury, 
the granaries each year” (Papyrus Harris 76;8-9, here 
quoted from Redford [1992] 289; see, however, 
Bietak [1993] 300). The archaeological evidence from 
e.g. Ashdod and Ekron points to a destruction of the 
former Canaanite city, with a subsequent foundation 
of a Philistine city without any break. Archaeological 
surveys have revealed few Iron Age settlements in the 
countryside, from which it may be inferred that most 
of the Philistines, at least in the early stage of the 
occupation of the coastal plain, lived in the five major 
cities (Stager [1995] 344). Later, of course, there must 
have been rural settlements, as the Philistine economy 
in later periods to a large extent was based on export 
of agricultural products (see below).
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Those Philistine cities which have been excavated 
(Ashkelon, Ashdod and Ekron) reveal that the cities 
were divided into zones, an indication of urban plan
ning, probably adopted from abroad (Stager [1995] 
345). This is best observed in Ekron, which had fortif
ications, and distinct elite, industrial and domestic 
zones (Gitin [1998] 167-68 with a map of the city). 
Ashdod too had a town plan (Dothan and Porath 
[1993] 12-13, 70-73; Stager [1995] 346).

Economy. Only in Ekron are we well informed about 
the economy, but only at a late stage in the history of 
the city-state. After becoming a Neo-Assyrian vassal 
the city was dominated by an industrial zone which 
formed a belt of tripartite factory buildings along the 
interior face of the city wall. The installations were for 
manufacturing olive-oil, and they consisted of a 
crushing basin, a cylindical stone roller, pressing vats 
and pressing weights. So far 115 installations have 
been found with a total capacity of 500 tons, making 
Ekron the largest excavated center for the production 
of olive oil (Gitin [1998] 167-73). After ca. 630 there 
is a decline in the number of installations, marking a 
decrease in production after the end of Assyrian rule 
(ibid 173). The explanation is certainly that olive oil 
was a “cash crop’’ meant for Assyria, cf. the Phoeni
cian cities as suppliers of raw materials (Niemeyer, 
supra 102-3; Frankenstein [1979] 269-73).

The Philistine city-states must have supplemented 
their economy with trade, at least in the case of Gaza 
and Ashkelon, both lying on the coast. Gaza was the 
entrepôt for the Arabian trade (cf. above) and the 
Tjekker built a harbour at Dor (Singer [1994] 296; 
Stern [1998] 346). At the same time the Philistines 
controlled a part of the trunk road between Egypt and 
Assyria, which gave them a key position in the trade 
between Egypt and Mesopotamia.

There must have been an agricultural basis for the 
economy. The area is well suited for cereals (Stager 
[1995] 345), and there is evidence of animal hus
bandry, sheep and goats, but especially cattle and 
swine (Stager [1995] 344). There is a marked contrast 
between the highlands in the early period of the 
Philistine settlement, the Iron I period (or rather the 
Intermediate Bronze/Iron Age, cf. above). In the high
lands there are scarcely any bones to be found, while 
there is an enormous increase in the Philistine area; 
this is highly suggestive, in view of the Israelite taboo 
on pigs, while the Mycenaeans and the Greek had a 
positive attitude towards pork (Stager [1995] 344); 
but of course the difference may be due to soci
ological factors. The sheep were probably the basis 

for a weaving industry possibly found at Ashkalon 
(Stager [1995] 346)

There is also some sign of viticulture: in Ashkelon 
a royal winery from the 7th century was found, and it 
is worth remembering that the Philistines introduced 
the krater to the Levant (Stager [1995] 345).

Payments were made in bullion silver, as may be 
seen from the caches of precious metals and jewelry 
found at Ekron (Gitin [1998] 175f; Golani and Sass 
[1998] 58-62).

Religion. When they settled down in the Levant the 
Philistines brought their earlier religion with them. 
This may be deduced from the large number of 
Aegean-type idols and Psi- and Phi-idols (cf. above) 
as well as other cultic vessels e.g. rhyta and ring- 
kemoi (Dothan [1982] 219-251). The temples at Tell 
Qasile (Mazar [1980-85]) show an affinity with 
Aegean-Cypriot temples (Dothan [1982] 251); and the 
building with a hearth at Ekron (see above) points the 
same way. Also the Philistine cult of the dead may 
indicate an Aegean background (Dothan [1982] 251- 
88), although doubt has been cast upon the nature of 
the anthropoid coffins as Philistine (Noort [1994] 
128-33; Stager [1995] 341f; Strange [1998] 26, cf. 
above). And finally, as mentioned above, Dagon at 
Ashdod, possibly a fish-god, was thus not a Levantine 
concept of a god of a city.

But it is obvious that the Philistine religion later 
was much more akin to the usual Levantine religion. 
This was undoubtedly part of the acculturation 
process which the Philistines underwent in the course 
of the centuries (cf. Stone [1995] 21). This accultura
tion may be seen in Ekron in temple complex 650 
from the Late-Assyrian period (dated i.a. by the 
inscription mentioned above with the names of five 
kings). The plan of the temple complex is on the 
design of Assyrian royal palaces (Gitin [1998] 173), 
and the finds from the rooms include a storejar with a 
dedicatory inscription “le-Asherat” - for Ashera, the 
Western Semitic mother goddess, the spouse of the 
head of the pantheon, El (Gitin [1998] 174 and 179 
fig. 16); another with the inscription “lmqm” - for the 
shrine, a Semitic word and concept; also Egyptian 
artifacts like a gold ureaus and a Ptah-amulet must be 
mentioned (Gitin [1998] 174 and 178 fig. 14). In 
another place a silver cache contained a medallion 
with the goddess Ishtar standing on a lion (Gitin 
[1998] 175 and 180 fig. 18; Golani and Sass [1998] 
70-72 with fig. 14,2), and a series of mould-made 
Asherah figurines found in the Philistine cities of a 
type different from the inland figurines from the same 
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period, but with affinities to Syria and Nippur also 
points to religious acculturation (Stone [ 1995] 21). 17 
four-horned incense altars of limestone resemble the 
usual horned altars from the Levant (Gitin [1998] 173 
and 176 fig 10; cf. Fowler [1992] 409).

From the Bible we learn that the Philistines in 
Ekron in the middle of the 9th century worshipped the 
Canaanite god Ba’al-Zebub, Lord of the Flies (2. 
Kings 1,2-17); although this name is very early, it is 
also attested in the Greek versions, and is probably a 
parody of a genuine Canaanite god’s name, “Ba’al- 
Zebul”, which means “Prince Ba’al” and is found 
already in the texts from Ugarit. It shows that 
the Philistines were prompt to acculturate themselves 
religiously to their Levantine surroundings (cf. Gray 
[1970] 463).

As regards the main god of Ashdod, Dagon, it is an 
open question whether he is the Western Asiatic god 
meaning grain, already known in the Ebla texts, or 
whether he is a fish god (cf. above).

This evidence is sufficient to show that the 
Philistines brought their indigenous religion with 
them when they migrated to the Levant, but that in 
this respect as well as in others they acculturated or 
perhaps even assimilated themselves to the religion of 
their new home.

Defence. A number of Philistine cities had massive 
city walls.

Ashdod had a strong Late Bronze Age fortress with 
a surrounding wall which was reused by the 
Philistines from the 12th century (Dothan [1993] 96f; 
Dothan [1971] 27-30 with plan 2), and a city wall 
(Dothan and Porath [1993] 12, 70-2 and plan lOf). 
From Iron Age II (ca. 1000-600 B.C.) a city wall with 
a city gate was found (Dothan [1993] 98f; Dothan and 
Dothan [1992] 183-85 with fig.).

Ashkelon had a city wall with a mudbrick glacis 
and a mudbrick tower (Stager [1993] 105-7 with plan 
and section).

Dor was fortified with walled ramparts and a glacis 
(Stager [1995] 338).

Ekron stratum VII, the Iron I city, was fortified with 
a 3.25 m thick mudbrick wall, in some places with 
offset platform and revetment (Dothan and Gitin 
[1993] 1053f). Later, when the lower town was aban
doned, the upper city was fortified with a mudbrick 
city wall and mudbrick tower, faced with ashlar 
masonry (Gitin [1998] 167), and still later, when the 
city grew after 720, the city had a double stone wall 
system: an upper city wall on the crest of the slope 
and a lower wall at the base of the slope with stables 

between them; also traces of a bastion were found. 
The city gate was a four-entryway type gate, with a 
tower, two piers and two cells on each side, like the 
gates in Lachish and Ashdod (Dothan and Gitin 
[1993] 1057).

Gerar/Tell Abu Hureire had a city wall with glacis 
and watchtowers founded on a Middle Bronze Age 
rampart (Oren [1993] 582f).

No evidence is available for Gaza and Gath (Tell 
es-Safi/Tel Zafit).

Summing up, the Philistine cities were all solidly 
fortified. There is also some evidence that the 
Philistines initially enjoyed superior knowledge of 
metal-working, which would again have given them a 
military advantage. This may be reflected in the 
account in 1. Sam. 17 of Goliath’s fight with David 
where a detailed description of Goliath’s armaments is 
given (Yadin [1963] 265, 354f; Bierling [1992] 147- 
50; Dothan [1982] 19f; Dothan [1992] 333). How
ever, given that the story of Goliath is a late saga, it 
seems better to abstain from deducing anything 
certain from it." On the other hand, we are well 
informed about the arms of the Philistines during their 
migrations from the reliefs from Medinet Habu (see 
conveniently Yadin [1963] 332-345; Dothan [1982] 
5-10). In them the Philistines wear a short kilt and a 
ribbed corselet of leather or metal. They are armed 
with a small round shield, two spears and a large two- 
edged sword or dagger with a midrib (Dothan [1982] 
5-14).

Government. In the Bible the Philistine cities seem to 
have been a confederation of five cities, each with a 
king as ruler. Their title is given only in the plural as 
“seranim” (cf. above), (e.g. Jos. 13,3; Judg. 3,3; 16,23; 
l.Sam. 5,8; 29,2), called king in 1. Sam. 21,11.13. 
They seem to have acted together (Judg. 23,27): each 
individual king having to consider the opinion of the 
others (1. Sam. 29,2-11). The status of these “sera
nim” cannot be determined from the texts; there is no 
indication that they had a “gerousia” or the like, but it 
must be remembered that our knowledge is indirect, 
from the Bible. Why the Biblical texts call the rulers 
“seranim” may only be guessed at, but presumably it 
is to emphasize the “otherness” of the Philistines, just 
as the fact that they were uncircumcised is often men
tioned. Later texts talk of a Philistine king in Gerar 
(Gen. 20,2; 26,1), but nothing may be deduced from 
them, as they otherwise seem to have a complete 
legendary character and could be from a much later 
period (Strange [1997b] 212).

The Assyrian texts from the 8th-7th century are 
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more trustworthy. They frequently mention the kings 
of the Philistine cities: Tiglat-Pileser III (744-727) 
mentions the kings Hanno of Gaza and Mitinti of 
Ashkelon (Pritchard [1955] 283). Sargon II (721-705) 
mentions Hanno, king of Gaza; Iamani (or: a Greek) 
of Ashdod; Azuri, king of Ashdod (Pritchard [1955] 
284-87). Sennacherib (704-681) mentions Mitinti, 
king of Ashdod; Sidqia, king of Ashkelon; Padi, king 
of Ekron and Sillibel, king of Gaza (Pritchard [1955] 
287f). And finally, Esarhaddon (680-669) mentions 
Sil-Bel, king of Gaza; Metinti, king of Ashkelon; 
Ikausu, king of Ekron (Pritchard [1955] 291). Al
though the names mentioned are so much alike that 
loans from earlier texts to later texts seems probable, 
the names as such seem authentic,12 and establish the 
fact that, in the eyes of the Assyrian kings, the Phili
stine cities were ruled by kings.

It is noteworthy that Gath is no longer counted 
among the Philistine cities. It was apparently taken by 
Judah (Strange [1966] 128; Aharoni [1967] 314; 
Seger [1992] 909).

In Babylonian historical texts Nebuchadnezzar 
(605-562) mentions the king of Gaza and the king of 
Ashdod being at his court (Pritchard [1955] 308).

All these texts point to a monarchical government 
in the Philistine city-states. The Biblical texts may 
show that the early Philistines were a confederation 
where the “seranim” always acted together, while the 
later Assyrian texts show that by the 8th-7th century 
the Philistine area was turned into separate kingdoms 
with kings acting individually (Gitin [1998] 164).

A rank-size diagram supports the texts in indicating 
that the Philistine cities probably were of equal impor
tance and that the five kings consequently were equal.

Self-government. The Philistines were almost cer
tainly under Egyptian suzerainty at the beginning. As 
already mentioned, they were probably placed in the 
Levantine cities as “mamluks” or Egyptian governors 
over a Palestinian population. This seems to be 
supported by the evidence from Beth Shan, Tell 
Saidiyeh - both in the Jordan valley - and at Deir el- 
Balah.13 Ramesses III maintained that he himself set
tled them: “I settled them in fortresses confined 
through my name. Their draftees were numerous, 
approaching hundreds of thousands, and I supplied 
them all by tax with clothing and provisions 
(reckoned against the treasury, the granaries) each 
year” (Papyrus Harris 76;8-9, here quoted from Red
ford [1992] 289; cf. Stager [1995] 341). This situation 
did not last as the Egyptian control of Palestine was 
lost in the late XX Dynasty and the XXI Dynasty. 

Although Egyptian objects from the period down to 
Ramesses VI are found in Palestine (Redford [1992] 
290), it is clear that the Philistines were now inde
pendent and spread out into the countryside (Redford 
[1992] 290f), but they may still, nominally, have been 
under Egyptian suzerainty. Of course the Egyptian 
Pharaohs tried to reassert their power in the Levant. 
At least a raid under Pharaoh Siamun from the XXI 
Dynasty in the early 10th century (Kitchen [1973] 
280-83) and the raid of Pharaoh Shoshenq (Biblical 
Shishaq 1. Kings 14,25f) from the XXII Dynasty in 
the late 10th century shortly after Solomon’s death 
(Kitchen [1973] 293-300) seem to imply an Egyptian 
reassertion of suzerainty over Palestine, perhaps after 
an erosion of earlier loyalty. It is noteworthy that the 
route which can be reconstructed from the Shishaq list 
at Karnak - naming more than 150 conquered cities - 
shows that the Shoshenq raid was directed mainly 
against Israel (the Northern Kingdom) and Judah (the 
Southern Kingdom) whereas the Philistine cities were 
spared. The reason may well have been that the Phili
stine cities had already acknowledged the Egyptian 
overlordship before the raid (for an analysis of the 
Shoshenq-list see Kitchen [1973] 432-447, for a 
convenient map see Strange [1998] 39).

Later in the Third Intermediate Period after 1000 
B.C. (Kitchen [1973]), during the XXII to XXIII 
Dynasties, the Philistine cities were probably auto
nomous city-states, but the situation changed when 
the Assyrian empire under Tiglath-Pilesar III con
quered the Levant in the second half of the 8th century. 
In 738 a rebellion in North Syria led by Azriyau of 
Yaudi was subdued and the kings of Hamath, Dam
ascus and Israel (the Northern Kingdom) were com
pelled to pay tribute (Pritchard [1955] 282f; Otzen 
[1979] 253). In 734 Tiglath-Pilesar took Gaza, where 
the king, Hanun, had gone to Egypt to get help, and 
made the city into an Assyrian vassal. Hanun was 
reinstated on the throne (Pritchard [1955] 283f; Otzen 
[1979] 255f). This was probably because Gaza was 
the entrepôt for the Arabian trade, and the Assyrians 
wished to secure their commercial interests (Tadmor 
[1966] 87f; cf. later in the 5th century for the im
portance of Gaza, Strange [1980] 123). At the same 
time Tiglath-Pilesar turned Ashkelon and Ashdod into 
Assyrian vassal states (Otzen [1979] 252). On the 
other hand, the area around Dor was made a province 
(Otzen [1979] 252.255), probably because it was part 
of the kingdom of Israel and had no king of its own 
who could serve as a vassal. Megiddo and Gilead 
suffered the same fate in the following year (Pritchard 
[1955] 283; Otzen [1979] 254). The king of Samaria 
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was replaced by a puppet king (Pritchard [1955] 284; 
Otzen [1979] 254). At the same time Damascus was 
made into a province (Otzen [1979] 254). After 
Tiglath-Pilesar’s death, a new rebellion broke out, and 
Sargon incorporated Israel as a province, while the 
Philistine cities, Judah with its capital Jerusalem, and 
the Transjordanian states Ammon, Moab and Edom 
all retained their status as vassal states (Pritchard 
[1955] 284f; Otzen [1979] 257). Further rebellions in 
720, 713, 705-1 did not alter this arrangement; it 
seems that the Assyrians wanted the periphery to be 
governed as vassal states instead of provinces, 
somewhat like the Phoenician cities (Pritchard [1955] 
286-88; Otzen [1979] 258). In the end Esarhaddon 
conquered Egypt in 671 (Pritchard [1955] 291-4), but 
it seems that the Philistine states even then retained 
their semi-independence. The final loss of self- 
government probably came with the Babylonian con
quests in the west in 605 B.C. (cf. Otzen [1979] 258; 
Gitin [1998] 163).

Philistine state formation is a clear case of organi
zation into separate city-states. It is an interesting 
case, because the Philistine cities existed for 550 
years or more and went through three phases: first 
Egyptian overlordship, next independence, and lastly 
Assyrian overlordship. One question remains: was the 
formation of city-states an idea the Philistines brought 
with them from their homelands? Or was it an idea 
they adopted in their new home? In view of the 
chronology of the Greek city-states (Hansen, infra 
145-8), and the fact that the city-state as a state form 
was known in the Levant from the beginning of Early 
Bronze I period around 3000 B.C. (Strange, supra 67- 
76) I find the latter alternative obvious. The city-state 
system in Palestine had collapsed over large parts of 
the country at the end of the Bronze Age, when the 
Egyptian overlordship broke down, but in the valleys 
to the north and on the coastal plain - where the 
Egyptians were still in control - the city-state system 
persevered. Although the cities in the coastal plain 
were apparently destroyed during the Philistine 
invasion, they were once again reconstructed as city- 
states, presumably with Egyptian help.

Notes
1. Strange (1980) 157-65; Dothan (1982) 21-23; Dothan and 

Dothan (1992) 191-98; Stone (1995) 17-19; Killebrew (1998).
2. See conveniently Hallo (1997) 90; Singer (1994) 295-97; Stem 

(1998).
3. The story of David and Goliath is certainly a late legend, cf. 2. 

Sam. 22,19, but the geographical setting is probably a true 
memory.

4. Tell es Safi or, according to Stager (1995) 343, Tell Abu 
Hureire PG 112087; however, in the light of e.g. 1. Sam. 5,8 
this proposal seems to be too far to the south, and Tell Abu 
Hureire should rather be identified with Gerar, see Oren ( 1993) 
580.

5. Gitin, Dothan and Naveh (1997) 1-16; Gitin (1998) 173f and 
178 with fig. 13.

6. Dothan and Dothan (1992) 162-70; Killebrew (1998) 379-405; 
cf. for Ashdod Strange (1980) 164f; Dothan and Porath (1993) 
12,172f with fig.14, pls. XII,XIII:1,2; and cf. for Ashkelon 
Stager (1993) 107; (1995) 334f.

7. Dothan and Dothan (1992) 242-245, a similar one was exca
vated at Tell Qasile in Tel Aviv.

8. E.g. psi- and phi-idols, ring-kemoi, bird-headed bowls, lion
headed rhyta and a figurine of a seated deity and throne from 
Ashdod which is a variant of the Mycenaean female figurine 
seated on a throne, most of it in white-washed ware with poly
chrome decoration (Dothan [1982] 219-251; Dothan and 
Dothan [1992] 153-57; Noort [1994] 134-37).

9. Dothan and Dothan (1992) 246 and plate 30, showing and iron 
knife with ivory handle.

10. The term “Canaanites” is here used for the indigenous popula
tion, as “Palestinians” cannot be used without ambiguity, see 
Lemche (1991) for the term.

11. Cf. 2. Sam. 22,19 stating that a certain Elkanan from Bethlehem 
was the real slayer of Goliath.

12. They should be compared with the inscription from Ekron men
tioning “Ikausu, son of Padi”; see Gitin, Dothan and Naveh 
(1997) and above.

13. Cf. Dothan (1979); McGovern (1994); Pritchard (1980) 10-30; 
Strange (forthcoming a); Tubb (1988) 73-80; (1997) 453.
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The Hellenic Polis{

Mogens Herman Hansen

(Respondent: Oswyn Murray)2

All other city-state cultures are dwarfed by the ancient 
Greek city-state, which the Hellenes themselves 
called polis.1. There were altogether some 1,500 
poleis,ca. 800 in Hellas (including Macedon, Thrace 
and the west coast of Asia Minor),5 and ca. 700 
founded as “colonies”6 along the coasts of the 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea and in Asia west of 
the river Indus.7

The Greek poleis stretched from Emporion in Spain 
to Ai Khanoum in northern Afghanistan;8 and from 
Olbia near the mouth of the river Bug to Kyrene in 
Libya. Almost all the poleis emerged or were founded 
in the period ca. 750-200 B.C., and in the 6th century 
A.D. many of them still existed not just as towns, but 
actually as city-states. Thus, the Hellenic city-state 
culture lasted some twelve hundred years, a span of 
time surpassed only by the Sumerian and Babylonian 
city-states (Mieroop [1997] 6).

In population too there is no other city-state culture 
to match the Greeks. It is impossible to give exact fig
ures; but an educated guess is that, in the 3rd century 
A.D., “the Greek-speaking city now provided the 
primary form of identity for perhaps 30 million 
people” (Millar [1993] 254).

The enormous size of the Hellenic city-state culture 
- in space, in time, in population, and in number of 
poleis - must inevitably give rise to a preliminary 
consideration: is it really legitimate to treat the ca. 
1,500 Hellenic poleis as belonging to one and the 
same city-state culture? and to allow this culture to 
have a life span of more than a millennium? 
Historians take the unity of the Greek polis world for 
granted, but are divided over its duration.

The Unity of All Hellenic Poleis
In a 4th-century B.C. geographical treatise - erro
neously ascribed to the 6th-century B.C. geographer 
Skylax of Karyanda - are listed some 733 toponyms.9 
Most of these toponyms are explicitly or implicitly 

classified as poleis. The description takes the form of 
a voyage which starts from the Pillars of Hercules 
(Gibraltar) and moves along the coast of Spain, 
France, Italy and Illyria until the beginning of Hellas 
proper at the river Acheron in southern Epeiros 
(Chapters 1-33). Then the author proceeds along the 
coast of Hellas until the estuary of the Peneios river in 
northern Thessaly (Chapters 34-65). And finally he 
travels along the coasts of Macedon, Thrace, Skythia, 
Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Libya and North Africa 
back to the Pillars of Hercules, where the voyage ends 
(Chapters 66-112). In his classification of sites, 
Pseudo-Skylax distinguishes between Greek and non
Greek poleis. In chapters 1-33 and 66-112 a Hellenic 
city is repeatedly called a polis Hellenis, e.g. Empo
rion in Spain (2) and Torone in Chalkidike (66), 
whereas polis alone is the common designation of a 
non-Greek/barbarian city, e.g. Rome (5). In the chap
ters describing Hellas itself, all cities are just called 
polis, the adjective Hellenis being omitted as super
fluous. The list of Greek poleis is far from exhaustive 
(and does not pretend to be); but the treatise is based 
on the belief that, in addition to the poleis in Greece 
itself, Hellenic poleis comprise all the Greek settle
ments both in the Mediterranean and in the Pontic 
region. The distinction between Hellenic and bar
barian poleis,10 and the feeling that all Hellenic poleis 
belonged together, is confirmed by all other texts11 
and can be traced back to the oldest Greek historical 
geographer, Hekataios, of whose treatise only a few 
fragments are preserved.12

Unlike many other city-state cultures the Greek 
poleis were not clustered together in one large region 
and united by communication over land. In this 
respect they resembled the Phoenician city-states or 
the Malay city-states. Apart from many of the Hel
lenistic settlements in the former Persian empire, al
most all Greek poleis lay near the sea or by the sea, 
“like frogs round a pond”, in Plato’s vivid phrase 
(Phd. 109B); and his picture is confirmed by Pseudo-
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Sky lax: he lists the poleis as they are situated along 
the coasts, and his account is only occasionally inter
rupted by the phrase: “there are also some other inland 
poleis" (34, 35, 36, 46, 61, 63, 64).13 In the modern 
world, sea is experienced as a separating and land as a 
uniting factor. In the ancient world communication by 
sea united people whereas communication over land 
was slow and difficult (Ehrenberg [1973] 36). The 
Hellenes were a seafaring people, and, after polis, 
limen (harbour) is the most common site-classifica
tion in Pseudo-Skylax.14 With classical Sparta as a 
notorious exception, the Greek polis was certainly not 
a society of stay-at-homes, suffering from xeno
phobia. On the contrary the Hellenes were on the 
move all the time, (a) The constant foundation of new 
poleis - both inside and outside Hellas - is attested 
from the mid 8th to the late 3rd century B.C.15 Many 
colonies were later reinforced by contingents of new 
colonists both from the metropolis and from other 
poleis as well. And many colonies were themselves 
the founders of secondary colonies within the same 
region.16 Although most colonies (apoikiai) were 
politically independent of their mother cities, there 
were strong religious and cultural bonds between 
apoikia and metropolis which entailed constant com
munication.17 (b) Individually, many Greeks moved 
their residence from one polis to another. In addition 
to citizens and their slaves, every Greek polis accom
modated a sizable contingent of free foreigners who 
had taken up residence, sometimes for a couple of 
years, sometimes for good.18 (c) Especially in the late 
Classical and Hellenistic periods many Greeks served 
as mercenaries in foreign armies.19 (d) Inter-regional 
trade, and especially maritime trade, was an essential 
characteristic of Hellenic culture2'1 and necessitated by 
the remarkable degree of urbanisation, another impor
tant aspect of city-state cultures, (e) Finally, apart 
from trade, a number of other non-commercial activ
ities made travel a pursuit in which many Greeks 
were repeatedly engaged (Casson [1974] 65-94). The 
great oracles at, e.g., Delphi were consulted by people 
who had often travelled for weeks to obtain the God’s 
answer.21 And Hellenes in large numbers gathered 
together during the pan-Hellenic festivals. The 
Olympic Games were attended by, possibly, as many 
as 40,000 to 50,000 spectators.22

The constant and intense intercommunication be
tween the Hellenes in the Mediterranean world made 
it possible for those who settled outside Hellas itself 
to cling stubbornly to their ethnic identity, including 
the belief that as Hellenes they were different from 
and superior to the surrounding barbarians.23 True, the 

colonists were sometimes men who married local 
women;24 but the Greeks described all non-Greeks as 
people speaking unintelligible languages (barbaro- 
phonoi) and seem hardly ever to have bothered to 
leam other languages,25 and it was the wives and the 
slaves who - over time - adopted their husbands’ and 
masters’ language and culture. Conversely, there are 
not many examples of Greek settlers abroad who 
adopted the language and culture of the local popula
tion and, eventually, gave up speaking Greek and 
feeling like Greeks.26

So, in spite of the enormous distance from Spain to 
Afghanistan, the Hellenes were conscious of being 
one single people who, in the words of Herodotos 
(8.144.3), shared (a) a common descent, (b) a 
common language, (c) common sanctuaries and cults 
and (d) common customs.

(re a) The common descent of all Hellenes was - of 
course - an invention in the disguise of a myth. Like 
many peoples before and after, the Hellenes believed 
that the human race had once been destroyed by the 
Gods, that the only surviving family was that of 
Deukalion and that all Hellenes were descended from 
his son Hellen.27 Though purely mythical, this belief 
in a common origin must not be underrated. On the 
other hand, it must be stressed that the Greeks did not 
think they were a superior race. When the Greeks 
boasted that they were physically and mentally 
superior to barbarians, their explanation was linked 
with climate and environment', the temperate climate 
of Hellas was the best place in the world for fostering 
people who combined intelligence with spirit.28

(re b) Given the wide distribution of the Greek lan
guage there were remarkably few dialects, and rela
tively small differences between the dialects.29 The, 
admittedly restricted, evidence we possess indicates 
that any Greek was intelligible to any other Greek.30 
In the Anabasis Xenophon tells the story about the 
prince Kyros who in 401 B.C. hired some 10,000 
Greek mercenaries and headed for Persepolis to over
throw his brother, the king of Persia. The mercenaries 
came from many different poleis and spoke several 
different dialects; but at army meetings each speaker 
addressed his fellow soldiers in his own dialect unas
sisted by interpreters who, on the other hand, are men
tioned when the Greeks had to communicate with Per
sians and other barbarian peoples.31 Similarly, in an 
Athenian courtroom a stranger could speak his own 
dialect and expect to be understood by the jurors.32 In 
Archaic and Classical sources “there is almost no evi
dence that local dialect ever formed a barrier to com
munication” (Hainsworth [1982] 865). The only evi-
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dence to the contrary is Thucydides’s description of 
the Eurytanes, a tribe in upper Aitolia who were 
“extremely difficult to understand and lived on raw 
meat” (Thue. 3.94.5). In spite of the foundation of 
new colonies east of Hellas, the Greeks after 
Alexander experienced a remarkable linguistic con
vergence. In the course of the Hellenistic period all 
Greeks adopted a common written language, a combi
nation of the Attic and Ionic dialects, called koine, the 
“common” (i.e. language), and even as spoken lan
guage the dialects seem to have been replaced by or at 
least supplemented with some kind of standard 
Greek.33

(re c) The common sanctuaries were partly the ora
cles consulted by all Greeks (Dodone, Delphi, 
Didyma, Lebadeia, Abai and Oropos)(Burkert [1985] 
114-18), and partly the sanctuaries which arranged 

pan-Hellenic competitions in sport, music, drama and 
recitation (Olympia, Delphi, Isthmia and Nemea) 
(Morgan [1993] 18-44). Herodotos’ reference to 
common cults shows that “the cult practices and pan
theons current among different communities have 
enough in common to be seen as essentially one 
system, and were generally understood as such by the 
Greeks”.34

(re d) Common customs can cover anything from 
the reading of the Homeric poems to the use of coins 
and the construction of peripteral temples. In this con
text one example must suffice: to have competitions 
in sports was a distinguishing mark of Greek civilisa
tion, something in which the Greeks differed from all 
their neighbours.35 Conversely, the Olympic Games 
and the other stephanitic games were institutions 
which united all Greeks. The games were pan-Hel- 
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lenic which meant both that they were open to all Hel
lenes and, on the other hand, that participation in the 
contests was conditional on being Hellenic, and a 
victor was proclaimed as a citizen of his polis as well 
as in his own right.36 An examination of the names of 
all known victors shows that 177 out of 736 came 
from poleis outside Hellas proper (Moretti [1959] 59- 
198).

To conclude: the universal belief that all Hellenes 
were one people fully justifies the belief - held by the 
Hellenes themselves as well as by modern historians - 
that all the Hellenic poleis belonged to one and the 
same city-state culture: as aptly put by the poet Posei- 
dippos: “there is only one Hellas, but there are many 
poleis" (fr. 30, PCGf It does not follow, however, that 
the polis was a specific Hellenic institution, one that 
separated Greeks from barbarians. Such a view is 
sometimes advocated by modem historians,37 but with 
one notable exception - Aristotle - it was not what the 
Greeks themselves believed. True, Aristotle’s basic 
view is that the polis is peculiar to Hellenic civilisa
tion and that in this respect there was a gulf between 
the Greeks and the others (Hansen [1996d] 203-5). 
But the gulf is rather between Aristotle and our other 
sources. In Herodotos, Thucydides and Xenophon we 
hear about hundreds of barbarian poleis, often in the 
sense of city rather than state, but sometimes obvi
ously in the sense of political community.3* Of course, 
to use the term polis about a barbarian town was often 
as misleading as it was, e.g., to identify the Scythian 
god Geitosyros with Apollon (Hdt. 4.59); but the lan
guage and concepts used by the historians do not 
convey the impression that the Greeks themselves felt 
polis to be one of the essential differences between 
Greeks and barbarians. Freedom and autonomía yes, 
they were values that distinguished Greeks from bar
barians (Momigliano [1979] 139-51), but not the polis 
as such, and in this context we must remember that, 
down to the late Classical period, autonomía was not a 
defining characteristic of the Greek polis, and that 
many poleis were dependencies without autonomía 
(Hansen in CPCPapers 2 [1995c] 21-43).

The Lifespan of the Hellenic Polis
The chronology of the polis is still hotly debated. Can 
the polis be traced back to the Mycenaean period (ca. 
1550-1100 B.C.), or did it emerge in the Geometric 
period (ca. 900-700 B.C.)? And if one prefers the 
latter view, did it emerge as early as the ninth century 
B.C. or as late as ca. 700 B.C.? Scholars are still 
divided over these issues and even more over the 

question of when the polis came to an end. Some 
historians place the decline of the polis in the 4th cen
tury B.C. and its fall in the years after 338 B.C. The 
prevailing view, which I endorse, is that it persisted 
through the Hellenistic and Roman periods and dis
appeared in late antiquity only after a long decline 
which lasted several centuries. The disappearance of 
the polis was gradual and imperceptible, just as its 
emergence had been.

The Origin of the Polis. For the origin of the 
Greek city-state we have three different types of evi
dence: (a) the linguistic evidence obtained by a com
parative study of related words in other Indo-Euro
pean languages, (b) the literary and epigraphical evi
dence of the 8th to 6th centuries, and (c) the physical 
remains of early settlements.

The linguistic evidence. 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. First it should be 
noted that the early variant form of polis, namely 
ptolis, is probably attested in the Mycenaean 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 personal 
name,39 and we have no clue to what po-to-ri-jo may 
have meant in Mycenaean Greek.

A comparison with other Indo-European languages 
yields better results. The Greek word polis is related 
etymologically to Old Indian pzir, Lithuanian pilis and 
Latvian pils.40 In all three languages the original 
meaning was “stronghold”, or “castle” but in Old 
Indian the word developed the meaning “town” or 
“city”, whereas in the two Baltic languages it seems to 
have kept its original meaning.41

From the etymology it is reasonable to infer that the 
original meaning of polis in Greek too must have been 
“stronghold”. Our sources support this assumption: 
both in literary and epigraphical texts of the Archaic 
and Classical periods polis is occasionally used syn
onymously with akropolis in the sense of “citadel”. 
But whereas akropolis could designate both an emi
nence used as a settlement and a fortified place devoid 
of human habitation, polis used synonymously with 
akropolis seems always to have denoted a small 
defensible hilltop settlement,42 and not just a hilltop 
fortification. Remains of such fortified settlements, 
dating from the period ca. 1000-800 B.C., have been 
found in Zagora on Andros, in Dreros and Anavlo- 
chos on Crete, and in several other sites of the Proto
Geometric and Geometric periods.43 We shall never 
know for sure, but it is not an unreasonable guess that 
such hilltop settlements were called poleis by their 
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Greeks inhabitants. To sum up: the Indo-European 
etymology strongly suggests that the original meaning 
of polis was neither city (or town) nor state (or polit
ical community), but stronghold, and more specifi
cally, a small defensible hill-top settlement.

After this brief survey of the etymology of the word 
polis, it is evident that the question: how old is the 
polish makes no sense when put crudely. In the sense 
of stronghold the polis may have a history that 
stretches back into the Mycenaean period. Yet, what 
historians usually mean when they ask about the 
origin of the polis is something different, namely: how 
old is the Greek city-state?, i.e. how far back can we 
trace the polis as we know it from the written sources 
and the archaeological evidence of the Classical 
period? But even in this form the question is hard to 
answer because the development of a type of society 
is a gradual process. When does a nucleated settle
ment deserve to be called a city? And when can its 
political organisation be taken to be a kind of state?

To cut the Gordian knot I shall suggest here a pre
liminary definition of the Classical Greek polis and 
then investigate how far back this definition can be 
traced. The polis was a small, highly institutionalised 
and self-governing community of citizens (called 
politai or astoi) living with their wives and children in 
an urban centre (also called polis or, sometimes, asty) 
and its hinterland (called chora or ge) together with 
two other types of people: free foreigners (xenoi, 
often called metoikoi) and slaves.

It is still debated whether the origins of the polis in 
this sense can be traced all the way back to the 
Mycenaean period.44 I prefer to follow those who 
believe that discontinuity overrides continuity.45 The 
palace-centred Mycenaean communities in Knossos, 
Pylos, Mycenae, Thebes and Athens must not be seen 
as, essentially, a type of polis which in the Dark Ages 
dwindled to insignificance, but reappeared in the 9th 
and 8th centuries. The polis seems to have emerged in 
the Geometric period (900-700 B.C.) not by devolu
tion in consequence of the breakdown of Mycenaean 
society, but in connection with an upsurge in popula
tion, wealth and civilisation. Furthermore, urbanisa
tion and state-formation seem to have developed 
interdependently. Consequently, to answer the ques
tion: when did the (classical) polis emerge? we have 
to work backwards from ca. 500 B.C. and as far back 
as our sources go.

The written sources. In my opinion, the earliest 
indisputable attestations of named communities called 
poleis in the sense of “city-state” are Thasos (attested 
in Archilochos),46 Sparta (attested in Tyrtaios),47 and 

Dreros on Crete (attested in the oldest Greek law pre
served on stone).48 In these sources polis is referred to 
both as a political community and as an urban centre, 
and as a political community it is a community of cit
izens.49 All three sources are from the mid 7th century 
and point to a terminus ante quem of ca. 650 for the 
polis as a city-state.

What, then, about Homer? Pace Finley and others, 
who held that no trace of the (classical) polis could be 
found in the Homeric poems,50 it is now generally 
believed and convincingly argued that polis in the 
sense of political community is amply attested both in 
the Iliad and in the Odyssey.51 A 6th-century Greek 
audience listening to a performance of the poems 
would have had no difficulty in recognising Phaiakian 
Scheria as a colony founded by Nausithoos (Od. 6.7- 
10, 262-72) and the two poleis depicted on the shield 
of Achilles (//. 18.490-540) as contemporary walled 
cities.

The problem is that it is impossible to date the 
Homeric poems precisely. Comparative studies show 
that orally transmitted epic poems are constantly 
reformulated and undergo substantial changes until 
they are “frozen” by being committed to writing.52 
Next, in their fixed form they are like a coin-hoard: 
the latest coin dates from a few years before it was 
buried whereas the oldest may have been struck cen
turies earlier. Similarly, the events and the societies 
described in an orally transmitted epic poem belong to 
different strata and constitute a strange mixture of old 
and new. Let me adduce just one example, usually 
passed over in silence.53 The “Homeric city” is 
adorned with palaces54 and, occasionally, with tem
ples.55 The palaces are to some extent reminiscent of 
those excavated in Pylos, Mycenae and Tiryns.56 Such 
palaces disappeared at the end of the Bronze Age (ca. 
1200-1100 B.C.) and the oldest known palace in a 
Greek polis is that of Dionysios I in Syracuse, erected 
just before 400 B.C.57 Conversely, temples are un
known in the Mycenaean world but are the most con
spicuous type of monumental architecture from ca. 
700 B.C. onwards.58 References to temples are rare in 
the Homeric poems, but they are mentioned in 
descriptions of Troy and the city on Scheria. Thus, it 
is unlikely that any early polis had both a palace and a 
temple inside its walls, and it would be pointless to 
look for a historical site which matches the “Homeric 
City”. We must read Homer as poetry.59 In many ways 
the poems mirror society of the 8th-7th centuries; the 
occasional mention of temples is just one such 
example. But the “Homericpolis” also includes remin
iscences of walled Bronze Age palaces, weapons 
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and war chariots used in the Mycenaean period,60 a 
vague knowledge about the great urban centres in the 
Near Eastern empires, and a city in a wonderland 
imagined by the poet(s) of the Iliad and the Odyssey. 
To disentangle these four elements is a very difficult 
task which I prefer to avoid.

Consequently, we cannot expect the Homeric 
poems to present us with a coherent picture of the 
political organisation of the societies described in the 
Iliad and Odyssey. In the Z/zad Book 2 the composi
tion of Agamemnon’s army and the origin of each 
individual contingent are described in a long passage 
called the Catalogue of Ships (II. 2.484-759). These 
verses contain the highest concentration of named 
p(t)oleis in the Homeric poems. But the poleis listed 
are not city-states. The toponyms classified as poleis 
or ptoliethra are towns in “territorial states” ruled by 
kings or princes. Thus, Crete is an island with one 
hundred poleis all ruled by Idomeneus (II. 2.645-52). 
Furthermore, a close study of all the settlements enu
merated in the Catalogue of Ships reveals that, with 
some notable exceptions, it reflects Greece in the 
Mycenaean period rather than in the Geometric or the 
Archaic period.61 Conversely, the notable exceptions 
show that it is not a true picture of the Mycenaean 
world.62 On the other hand, the poleis depicted on the 
shield of Achilles and the description of the Phaiakian 
polis Scheria must reflect the social and political 
structure of Hellas in the Geometric or early Archaic 
periods.

To make matters worse: we cannot even fix a ter
minus ante quem, since we do not know when the 
Homeric poems were written down. Some ancient his
torians are tempted to adopt Barry Powell’s sugges
tion that a man living on Euboia ca. 800-750 B.C. 
created the Greek alphabet out of the Phoenician with 
the express purpose of writing down the Iliad and the 
Odyssey.63 A much lower date is suggested by Minna 
Skafte Jensen, who argues that the Homeric poems 
were written down for the first time in Athens in the 
mid-6th century in connection with the Peisistratid 
reform of the pan-Athenaic festival (Jensen [1980] 
96-171).

Summing up, 1 prefer to suspend judgment on the 
so-called Homeric Society64 and, for the same reason, 
I refrain from using the Hesiodic poems which were 
also transmitted orally until they were written down, 
we do not know when. My cautious conclusion is that, 
as far as the written sources go, the essential charac
teristics of the classical polis can be traced back to a 
terminus ante quem of ca. 650 B.C.

The archaeology of Greece, on the other hand, has 

made great strides in recent years and the remains of 
urban centres may take us a step forward, or, rather, 
further back. Several early settlements have been 
excavated in the Aegaean islands: Zagora on Andros, 
Emporio on Chios, and Lefkandi on Euboia, just to 
mention three of the most prominent. Most of them 
are small hilltop settlements protected by a fortifica
tion wall. They flourished in the so-called dark cen
turies (ca. 1000-800 B.C.) and were all abandoned ca. 
700 B.C. (Snodgrass [1991] 7-9). Were such settle
ments the centres of early poleisl If polis is taken in 
the sense of a smallish settlement and/or stronghold 
the answer is probably “yes”, see above. But if polis is 
taken in its classical sense of a town which was the 
centre of a self-governing political community, the 
answer is a non liquet. There are no traces of securely 
identifiable political architecture antedating ca. 550,65 
and the archaeological evidence cannot provide us 
with information about the political organisation of 
these early nucleated settlements. We have no idea 
about how Zagora was governed. It may have been a 
small self-governing community, or a subdivision of 
another political community, e.g., Lefkandi, or it may 
have controlled the whole of Andros.

Yet a study of the Greek colonies, especially the 
western colonies, may provide us with a clue. The tra
ditional view is that the formation of the polis pre
ceded colonisation (Graham [1982] 159). In recent 
years this view has been challenged by the opposite 
hypothesis: that the polis emerged or at least devel
oped in consequence of colonisation, and that it is the 
emergence of the polis in the colonies that influenced 
polis formation in the homeland.66 Urbanisation, the 
opposition between the Greek settlers and the native 
foreigners, and the conscious introduction of common 
laws and new political institutions are features that are 
central to the concept of the polis, and all may have 
developed in the colonies before they became promi
nent in Hellas itself. Now, in the Greek colonies in 
Sicily and Southern Italy, urban centres of remarkable 
size can be traced back to their foundation in the 
second half of the 8th century,67 or at least to a period 
shortly after their foundation. Obvious examples are 
Syracuse and Megara Hyblaia.68 Furthermore, each 
colony is attested as a self-governing political com
munity as far back as our written sources go, i.e. in the 
late 6th century. Combining the archaeological evi
dence of urban centres from the late 8th century with 
the reasonable assumption that each of these colonies 
was founded or soon emerged as a self-governing 
political community, the inference is that the polis in 
its classical sense of “city-state” can be traced back to 



148 Mogens Herman Hansen

ca. 734 B.C. when Syracuse was founded by some 
Corinthians headed by an aristocrat called Archias. It 
does not necessarily follow that Corinth too was a 
polis at that time. The founding of, e.g., Syracuse may 
well have been a private enterprise organised by 
Archias, rather than a political enterprise warranted 
by a decision made by the Corinthian polish It is 
worth noting, e.g., that the district of Achaia in the 
northern Peloponnese was very active in colonisation 
in the 8th century, but did not develop poleis inter
nally until much later, probably not before ca. 500 
B.C.70 As clusters of villages Corinth, Argos and 
Athens can be traced back to the late Geometric 
period (Morris [1991] 33), but we do not know when 
they became poleis in the political sense of the term.

The End of the Pous. 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. The turning point is often pinned 
down to the battle of Chaironeia,71 and from some 
accounts one gets the impression that the polis in the 
sense of city-state perished on the day the battle was 
fought, i.e. on 2 August 338 B.C. A collection of the 
available evidence, however, shows that the inde
pendent city-state declined at least a century before 
Chaironeia, and that independence (autonomia) never 
was an indispensable characteristic of the polis72 
whereas the polis, i.e. the political community of citi
zens united in the running of their city’s institutions, 
continued to exist throughout the Hellenistic and 
Roman periods;73 and that is now, I think, the pre
vailing view.

The dissociation of the concept of polis from the 
concept of autonomía (Hansen [1995c]) is supported 
by the observation that the concept of autonomía 
seems to have emerged as late as ca. 450 B.C. (Ost
wald [1982] 14-26), i.e. at least two hundred years 
later than the concept of the polis. One might object 
that most poleis were independent before ca. 450, and 
that the concept was explicitly formulated only after 
autonomia began to come under threat by the mid
fifth century when the Delian League was trans
formed into an Athenian Empire. The problem with 
this explanation is that dependent poleis are amply 
attested in the Archaic and early Classical periods. 
From the mid-seventh century onwards all the Greek 
poleis along the coast of Asia Minor were first under 
Lydian and then under Persian rule, and won inde
pendence only in the 470s after the Greek victories in 
the Persian War. In the sixth century the Corinthian 

colonies along the western coast of Greece were 
dependencies ruled by relatives of the Corinthian 
tyrants. The three secondary colonies founded by 
Syracuse in the course of the 7th century B.C. were 
dependencies of Syracuse. And all the perioikic poleis 
in Lakedaimon and Messenia, some 50-100 poleis 
altogether, had been reduced to dependent status 
before 600 B.C.

There can be no doubt, however, that the number of 
dependent poleis was considerably increased in the 
course of the fifth and fourth centuries. During the 
period ca. 450-350 B.C. many poleis were deprived of 
their autonomia by being members of the Delian or 
the Peloponnesian League and being exposed to the 
imperialistic aspirations of the two hegemonic poleis: 
Athens and Sparta; and during the same period hun
dreds of other poleis changed their status from being 
independent states to being constituent states of a con
federacy that regularly comprised all the poleis within 
a region. By the mid-fourth century we find federal 
states in Boiotia, Phokis, Lokris, Euboia, Thessaly, 
Epeiros, Aitolia, Akarnania, Achaia and Arkadia. Fur
thermore, 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 Persian 
Wars.74 There is no historical atlas which includes a 
map of Greece ca. 350 B.C. showing which poleis 
were still independent and which had become depend
encies, either by being dominated by one of the hege
monic 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 (360-36) 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 hege
monic polis such as Athens, Sparta or Thebes. The 
other poleis could not necessarily tell the difference 
between having been dominated by Athens or the king 
of Persia and, again, being dominated by the king of 
Macedon or some other Hellenistic monarch.75 Thus 
the polis (i.e. the small political community of citizens 
living in or around an urban centre and united in run
ning 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 - as the Greeks themselves 
understood the term and the concept - persisted and 
prospered throughout the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods. During the Hellenistic period the typical polis 
seems to have been a democracy which had its 
autonomia (in the now restricted sense of self-govern- 
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ment rather than true independence) established or 
confirmed by royal rescript.76 During the Roman 
Imperial period oligarchy replaced democracy; the 
focus of the political organisation became the council 
(boule) instead of the assembly (ekklesia) and the city 
was now governed by a local aristocracy which filled 
all important magistracies.77 Still the polis was a self- 
governing community centred on a town. The end of 
the Greek polis began in the late 3rd century A.D. 
when Diocletian (284-305) created a centralised 
buraucracy that crushed most of what was left of local 
self-government (Jones [1940] 85).78 In the West what 
remained of urban life succumbed after the invasion 
of the Germanic peoples in the 5th century. But in the 
East the Greek polis persevered for more than a cen
tury, and here the demise of the polis was to a consid
erable extent caused by rise of the Christian Church 
and its bishops (Saradi-Mendelovici [1988] 365-401). 
The Bishops joined the imperial bureaucracy in 
undermining the self-government of the poleis; and 
the Church attacked the pagan urban institutions and 
urged its members to keep away from the agora, 
which, on the other hand, the pagan authors praised as 
the centre of urban life.79 Furthermore, polis religion 
had implied that each polis had its individual cults and 
its own pantheon. The pagan gods and their cults were 
now replaced by a divinity which did not allow of 
local individuality. Yet, the decline of the polis was a 
slow process, and polis was still an important political 
concept in the reign of Justinian (529-65). Procopius, 
for example, tells us how in 533 A.D. a small African 
village by imperial decree was turned into a polis 
in the political sense.80 However, “with the close of 
Justinian’s legislation the history of the city as an 
institution abruptly ceases. When the last remnants 
of civic autonomy disappeared we do not know: the 
titles which regulate the constitution of the cities were 
not struck out of the Code till the great revision under 
Leo the Wise. But they cannot have long survived 
Justinian.”81

The Rise and Fall of Poleis
Emergence. A new polis emerged either by natural 
growth or by foundation. Most poleis in Hellas itself 
seem to have emerged by natural growth, usually a 
slow and imperceptible process so that it is impossible 
to trace when and how the people of a given commu
nity became conscious of being a polis. Furthermore, 
apart from the regions in Western Greece, the majority 
of poleis in Hellas itself were formed in the Archaic 
period, and many had emerged so early that the polis 

had not yet become a key concept in political thought 
or the dominant form of organisation in political life. 
An additional and even more troubling difficulty is 
that lack of sources prevents us from tracing the origin 
and early history of any of the hundreds of commun
ities which in authors and inscriptions of the 5th and 
4th centuries are attested as fully-fledged poleis with a 
long history. It is worth noting, however, that we often 
have a foundation myth. In a way typical of ancient 
Greek thought the emergence of a polis is never 
ascribed to natural growth but invariably to a (myth
ical) foundation act. Thus, the Thebans and the Athen
ians of the Classical period believed that their poleis 
had been founded a millennium earlier by Kadmos 
and Theseus, respectively.82 By the invention of a 
mythical founder, the self-grown poleis of Hellas 
came to resemble colonies which could often trace 
their origin back to a historical foundation act.83

It is more surprising that the formation of poleis by 
growth is equally unattested during the Classical 
period when the concept of polis was well established 
and when there were a number of characteristics by 
which a village or a municipality was distinguished 
from a polis', by having a victor in one of the pan-Hel- 
lenic games, by appointing a theorodokos (host) to 
receive theoroi (ambassadors sent out to announce a 
pan-Hellenic festival), by becoming a member of an 
alliance, by being a signatory to a peace treaty, by set
ting up a mint, by acquiring promanteia in Delphi, 
etc.84 Some of these criteria might even have equalled 
the recognition of a community as a polish Both in 
the Hellenistic and in the Roman periods a community 
could acquire the status of polis by, respectively, a 
royal rescript or a decree of the emperor,86 or, again by 
the will of the emperor, a community could be struck 
off the list of poleis?1 We have reasons to believe that 
the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. are the period when the 
polis became the prevailing form of settlement and 
political organisation in the regions of Epeiros, Aitolia 
and Akamania.88 Nevertheless, even in the large cor
pus of sources relating to the 4th century, there is not 
one single attested instance of the formal creation or 
recognition of a pre-existing community as becoming, 
from now on, a polis.

Foundation of a polis took place either by colonisa
tion or by synoikism. Colonisation involved (long
distance) emigration of settlers from their place of 
origin to a new site; thus, Kyrene was founded in 
Libya in ca. 630 B.C. by settlers from Thera.89 Syn
oikism, on the other hand, involved migration from 
the countryside into an urban centre, either a new one 
created by the synoikism (Megalopolis founded in 
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368 B.C.), or an already existing one, re-enforced by 
the synoikism (Thebes in ca. 431 B.C.).90 Most poleis 
outside Hellas were colonies, but some seem to have 
emerged by natural growth, e.g. Torone on Sithonia 
(Papadopoulos [1996] 160). Conversely, very few 
poleis in Hellas were created by colonisation91 where
as quite a few arose out of a synoikism.92 Sometimes 
colonisation was combined with synoikism (one 
example is the foundation in 426 B.C. of Herakleia in 
Oitaia).93 Colonisation and synoikism did not always 
involve the creation of a new polis. Sometimes a pre
existing polis was reinforced by the sending of add
itional settlers, cf. e.g., the sending of, allegedly, 
60,000 new colonists to Syracuse in 34I/O,94 and 
sometimes a pre-existing polis was reinforced by the 
absorbtion of new settlers from the countryside or 
from neighbouring poleis, cf. e.g. the synoikism of 
Halikarnassos carried out by Mausolos in ca. 370 
B.C.95

Disappearance.96 Numerous studies have been 
devoted to polis formation, whereas the opposite phe
nomenon, namely the disappearance of poleis, though 
an important issue too, is one of the neglected prob
lems of Greek history. According to whether the polis 
is seen as a city or as a state, we can distinguish be
tween two basic types: (A) a polis disappears as a 
political community (but may persist as a nucleated 
settlement); (B) a polis disappears both as a political 
and as an urban centre by the population being killed, 
moved or sold into slavery, an annihilation of the polis 
which is sometimes combined with the physical 
destruction of the urban centre. The following vari
ants are frequently attested: (1) Destruction by which 
all men are killed, whereas women and children are 
sold into slavery. The Greeks called it andrapodismos 
(enslaving). It was very common, and prominent 
examples are the andrapodismos of Skione in 421, 
Melos in 416, and Olynthos in 348. (2) The whole 
population of a polis is moved by force to another 
polis. Thus, the inhabitants of Megara Hyblaia were 
moved to Syracuse in 483 (without any resettlement); 
the inhabitants of Kamarina were moved to Syracuse 
in 484, but in this case Kamarina was refounded as a 
polis in ca. 461. (3) The population of a polis is dis
persed over a number of villages (dioikismos). 
Smyrna was exposed to dioikismos in ca. 545, Man
tinea in 385, and all the twenty-two Phokian poleis in 
346. (4) A polis disappears when the whole popula
tion emigrates and founds a polis in a different place. 
In ca. 650 the Kolophonians moved their polis from 
Ionia in Asia Minor to Siris in southern Italy. Appar
ently Kolophon was a deserted place for some years, 

but it was soon resettled. (5) A polis disappears by the 
whole population joining in a synoikism of another 
polis. Thus, in Boiotia, the small poleis Skolos, 
Skaphai, Hysiai, Erythrai disappeared for about a gen
eration by being synoikised with Thebes in ca. 431. 
(6) A polis has its status changed from polis to kome, 
vel sim. One example is Pallantion in Arkadia. It was 
definitely a polis in the Classical period, but a kome in 
the late Hellenistic and Roman periods, until it 
regained its status as polis by imperial decree. (7) A 
polis disappears because of a cataclysm or a similar 
catastrophe. Thus, in 373 B.C. a major earthquake 
was followed by a flood which swallowed up Helike 
in Achaia.

If emergence and disappearance of poleis are 
matched the result is a constantly changing picture. A 
large number of new poleis were created during the 
two great waves of colonisation: in the Archaic period 
several hundred poleis were founded in the Mediter
ranean and in the Pontic region. In the Hellenistic 
period several hundred more poleis were founded in 
the former Persian empire (supra n. 7). In Hellas, on 
the other hand, there is a notable decrease in the 
regions bordering the Aegaean, whereas new poleis 
appear in the north-western regions of Hellas, e.g., 
Kassope in Epeiros.97 On Euboia, for example, the 
number of poleis dropped from ca. twelve in the 
Archaic period to four in the fourth century B.C. and 
later (Knoepfler [1997] 352). In Arkadia a number of 
poleis disappeared in 368 in consequence of the foun
dation of Megalopolis by a synoikism of some twenty 
to forty small communities (Nielsen [1996] 310-20). 
Other large poleis created by synoikism in the Hel
lenistic period were Thessalonike (316 B.C.) and 
Demetrias (294 B.C.).98 One important point emerges 
with unerring certainty: the Hellenic world remained a 
world of poleis, and no attempt was ever made to 
unite all the city-states and create one large territorial 
state like that created in the 19th century. To the Greek 
mind such an idea was as remote as, e.g., the abolition 
of slavery.99 The emergence of larger political units 
took the form of hegemonic leagues (which were soon 
broken up again) or, more importantly, of federa
tions.100 This was undoubtedly because a federal state 
composed of poleis was compatible with the persist
ence of the polis as the essential political unit.101 At 
regional level smaller poleis were often swallowed up 
by the larger ones; but the result of such a fusion, 
called synoikism, was still one (large) polis, not a 
territorial state in our sense. Hegemonic poleis, how
ever, might outgrow the size of a proper polis. The 
possession of Lakedaimon and Messenia made Sparta
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Fig.2. Map of Hellas. For Boiotia, see infra 158.
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a polis with a territory of 8,000 km2; during the reign 
of Dionysios I (405-367) Syracuse sometimes ruled 
the eastern half of Sicily, altogether more than 10,000 
km2; and Kyrene came to dominate a territory of over 
4,000 km2. In all three cases the polis was ruled from 
the centre; institutions and political organisation 
persisted unaffected by the enormous size of the ter
ritory; and the territory was dotted with dependent 
poleis (see infra 155).

What was a Polish
An Investigation of the Concept
After my long discussion of the rise and fall of poleis 
it is time to ask: what was a polish The answer to this 
question depends on whether we choose to look upon 
the ancient Greek city-state from a modem historian’s 
point of view, or to investigate what the ancient 
Greeks themselves thought a polis was. In this context 
I want to adopt the second approach'02 and, since an 
obvious way of investigating an ancient concept is to 
examine the words used about it, I will begin by 
asking: what does the word polis mean? And what 
does it denote?

The Greeks were conscious of using polis in more 
than one sense and some sources explicitly point out 
that the word has two basic meanings, viz., (1) settle
ment and (2) community.103 As a settlement, a polis 
consisted of houses; as a community it was made up 
of human beings.104 So a local and physical sense of 
the term was differentiated from a personal and social 
one. But not every settlement and every community 
was a polis. In the sense of settlement a polis was pri
marily a nucleated settlement, and in the sense of 
community it was a political community.105

A study of all occurrences of the term polis and of 
words used synonymously with polis shows that both 
the local and the personal sense were used in a 
number of different meanings. (1) In the local and 
physical sense of settlement, polis was used (a) syn
onymously with akropolis to denote a small and often 
fortified hilltop settlement; (b) synonymously with 
asty to denote an urban centre; and (c) synonymously 
with ge or chora to denote a territory (composed of a 
town plus its hinterland). (2) In the personal sense of 
community, polis was used (a) synonymously with 
politai to denote the citizen body; (b) synonymously 
with ekklesia vel sim. to denote the people’s assembly 
or some other body of government; and (c) synony
mously with koinonia to denote a political community 
in a more abstract sense.106

Not all these different meanings are equally impor

tant and equally well attested. (Re la) The original 
sense of stronghold {akropolis) is already rare in 
Archaic texts and, apart from some frozen formulas,107 
it disappears in the course of the Classical and Hell
enistic periods, and in the Roman period only men of 
learning would know that polis had once been used 
synonymously with akropolis.108 (Re lb) Attestations 
of polis in the sense of town or city are very common 
and in some authors they constitute over 50% of all 
occurrences.109 (Re lc) Passages in which country or 
territory is the principal sense of polis constitute fewer 
than 2% of all occurrences in sources down to the end 
of the 4th century, and even fewer in later sources.110 
(Re 2a-c) The three different variations of polis in the 
sense of (political) community are very close and are 
indeed just different aspects of one concept:111 in (2a) 
and (2b) the polis is understood in a concrete, in (2c) 
in an abstract sense, just as we use the term state 
sometimes about the body politic, sometimes about 
the government, and sometimes about a permanent 
public power above both ruler and ruled.112 The var
ious senses do, of course, overlap, and especially so 
when polis is used as a generic term or a heading or is 
opposed to other terms such as chora or ge.113

It has always been stressed - and rightly so - that 
an ancient Greek city was inseparably connected with 
its countryside, and chora (country)114 is indeed the 
term most often juxtaposed with the term polis.u5 But 
the opposition is used in several different meanings 
according to whether polis is used in the sense of town 
or state and whether chora is used in the sense of hin
terland or territory, (a) When polis is conceived as a 
state (which, geographically, comprised a town and its 
hinterland) the term chora denotes the territory (of 
which the polis [i.e. the town] was a part); (b) but 
when the term polis is used in its urbanistic sense chora 
usually denotes the countryside or the hinterland and 
is opposed to the polis. Thus, (c) in the sense of state 
polis can be used as the generic term for chora (hin
terland) plus polis (town), whereas, (d) in the sense of 
territory, chora can be used as the generic term for 
polis (town) plus chora (hinterland).116 This rather com
plex use of what linguists sometimes call semantic 
marking117 can be illustrated in the following way:

polis (state) chora (territory)

polis 
(town)

chora
(hinterland)

polis 
(town)

chora
(hinterland)

The use of the antonyms polis and chora reveals an 
important difference between the ancient and the 
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modern concept of state. The words for an urban 
centre and its hinterland form a pair of antonyms in 
most modern European languages just as they did in 
ancient Greek, e.g. city/country (English), Stadt/Land 
(German), cité/pays (French), by/land (Danish) etc. In 
ancient Greek it was the word for city (polis) which 
came to denote the political community, whereas in 
modem European languages it is invariably the word 
for country which is also used synonymously with 
state (Hansen in CPC Acts 1 [1993] 15). In ancient 
Greece a war was always waged between two poleis, 
never between chorai'™ and the word polis was used 
in all contexts where we today use the word state 
(Hansen in CPC Acts 5 [1998] 67-8). In the modem 
world, on the other hand, it is the word country which 
is used in all such cases, never city. The most likely 
explanation of this phenomenon is that most poleis 
had one urban centre only which was also the political 
centre of the community, whereas in the Middle Ages, 
when the modern European nations emerged, a state 
had no political centre and no capital. The king and 
his court moved from castle to castle and from town to 
town.119 Consequently it was impossible to connect 
the political institutions with any particular locality, 
and the nation could only be connected with the whole 
country as such.

If we move from connotation to denotation, an 
inspection of all occurrences shows that, in the sense 
of territory, polis almost invariably denotes the town 
and hinterland of a polis (in the political sense), and 
only exceptionally a whole region or some other large 
tract of land. Again, in the sense of political commu
nity it almost invariably denotes a city-state, and 
hardly ever a federation of poleis or a large monarchy 
or an empire.120 Polis denoting large political commu
nities is attested almost exclusively when the term is 
used as a heading or as a generic term denoting a large 
number of political communities, most of which were 
poleis in the sense of city-states whereas a few were 
what we would call territorial states or nation states.121 
Thus, in more than 98% of all occurrences polis is 
used either in the sense of nucleated settlement to 
denote what we call a town or a city or in the sense of 
political community to denote what we call a state, or 
the two senses are combined and indistinguishable122 
in which case city-state is by far the best rendering, 
and not a misnomer as it has become fashionable to 
say.123

On the other hand, not every nucleated settlement 
could be called a polis. In contemporary society we 
distinguish between larger settlements, called cities or 
towns, versus smaller settlements, called villages or 

hamlets. Similarly, in ancient Greek polis or asty was 
used about larger urban centres,124 whereas a small 
nucleated centre was called a kome.ni Again, not 
every political community was called a polis. Larger 
poleis had civic subdivisions based on either a territo
rial or a gentilicial organisation of the citizen body, or 
a combination of both (Jones [1987] 4-10): the 
Euboian polis Eretria, for example, was composed of 
ca. 60 territorially based municipalities (demoi), and 
at the same time the citizen body was divided into six 
tribes (phylai).n(i The demoi and phylai were to some 
extent political units, but only in control of what we 
would call local government, see infra p. 33. A polis 
had to be a self-governing community (but not neces
sarily autonomous in the sense of independent) 
(Hansen in CPCPapers 2 [1995c] 21-43).

Finally, the urban and the political aspects of the 
polis coincide almost to perfection: when polis is used 
in the sense of town, it is not used about just any town 
but only about an urban centre which is also the centre 
of the polis in the sense of political community.127 
Conversely, when polis is used in the sense of political 
community, it seems always invariably to denote a 
community centred on a town which is called a polis 
in the urban sense.128 Thus, the word polis has two dis
tinct meanings, but, with very few exceptions, the ref
erence is to a self-governing political community cen
tred on a town. This view is in conflict with two 
common assumptions, namely (a) that there were 
polis communities which did not have an urban 
centre,129 and (b) that a town called polis in the urban 
sense was not necessarily a polis in the political sense 
too.130 My contention is that every polis town was the 
urban centre of a polis state, and that every polis state 
was centred on a polis town.

The notion of the polis as a community of citizens 
centred on a city is also reflected in the way the 
Greeks named their poleis. Today we use toponyms 
denoting a whole country as names of states whereas 
the Greeks almost invariably called their poleis by an 
“ethnic” (from Greek: ethnikon, i.e. an adjective 
derived from a toponym and used in the masculine as 
a noun to designate the people rather than the 
place).131 Thus treaties were concluded and wars 
fought between, for example, the Thebans (Thehaioi) 
and the Athenians (Athenaioi), not between Thebes 
(Thebai) and Athens (Athenai).132 Furthermore, in the 
singular this kind of ethnic was regularly used by 
every citizen of the polis in question as a kind of 
hereditary surname to be added to his first name and 
patronymic, especially when he had to be mentioned 
side by side with citizens from other poleis. Thus, the 
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full name of an Olympic victor was, e.g., Aristion 
Theophileos Epidaurios (Aristion, son of Theophiles, 
of Epidauros).133 To use toponyms and adjectives 
derived from toponyms as personal names indicating 
a person’s place of habitation or origin is fairly com
mon in our civilisation (e.g. London and Walsh), but 
the Greeks are probably unique in having used habita
tion names as an indication of status rather than habi
tation, namely the status of citizen of a polis.134 
Finally, the urban character of the polis community is 
also noticeable in the names of poleis and their citi
zens: in the masculine singular as a name the ethnic 
denotes a citizen of a polis and in the masculine plural 
it denotes the polis itself.135 But the ethnic is related to 
and mostly derived from a toponym which designates 
the urban centre of the polis rather than its territory 
(Gschnitzer [1955] 121-8). Thus the ethnic Milesios is 
derived from Miletos, the toponym denoting the urban 
centre, whereas the territory of Miletos is mostly 
called he Milesia (sc. ge or chora}. The only modern 
European states named after their capital and not after 
the whole country are Andorra, Luxembourg, Monaco 
and San Marino, and they are, essentially, city-states 
like the ancient Greek poleis.136

The investigation of the concept of polis shows that 
it had several different aspects of which two were par
ticularly important: as an economic and social entity 
the polis was a type of town, but as a political com
munity it was a type of state. I shall here describe both 
aspects in some detail and start with the polis town.

The Polis as an Urban Centre137
Citizens versus Townsmen. One important difference 
between the polis as a town138 and as a state is linked 
to the question: who were members of the polish 
Although the ancient Greeks showed a tendency 
towards clustering together in towns,139 it is a curious 
fact that they never coined a word to denote the urban 
population - like our “townsman” in English or “Städ
ter” in German or “citadin” in French. The term 
polites (citizen) is almost invariably linked to the con
cept of polis in the political sense. The word desig
nates the adult male citizen and is only very excep
tionally used in the sense of townsman.140 The word 
asty (“town” or “city”) is often used synonymously 
with polis in the urban sense,141 yet, in both Archaic 
and Classical sources the derivative astos (“man of 
the asty"} is never attested in the sense of townsman142 
but invariably used about citizens and almost synony
mously with polites, see infra page 166. Thus, the 
Greeks never invented a specific term for the popula

tion of the polis in its urban sense,143 to match polites 
or astos which in the plural came to denote the body 
of citizens.144

Polis versus Chora (The Settlement Pattern). In 
modem studies of the settlement pattern of historical 
societies a distinction is usually made between three 
forms of habitation: first-order sites (major urban cen
tres); second-order sites (small nucleated settlements) 
and third-order sites (isolated farmsteads).145 In all 
investigations towns and villages are grouped together 
as nucleated settlements and opposed to isolated farm
steads, which are seen as the characteristic form of 
dispersed settlement.146

The traditional view found in almost all studies of 
the polis until about a generation ago was that the 
Greeks lived in nucleated settlements, either towns or 
villages, and that dispersed settlement in farmsteads 
was virtually unknown (Finley [1981a] 3-5). But 
archaeological surveys of selected stretches of the 
Greek countryside have changed our understanding of 
ancient Greek society in many respects,147 and the two 
most important insights have been (a) that many more 
people than traditionally believed must have lived in 
the countryside and not in the polis,148 and (b) that in 
some parts of Archaic and especially Classical Greece 
many of those who inhabited the countryside lived 
dispersed in isolated farmsteads and not nucleated in 
villages.149

Modern archaeological analysis operates with a 
fairly fixed and simple terminology for first-, second- 
and third-order sites, sc. city/town, village/hamlet and 
farm/farmstead, whereas a discussion of ancient 
Greek terms is either avoided or confined to a histor
ical section. If, however, we shift the focus from the 
archaeological evidence to the written sources and ask 
how the ancient Greeks perceived their own settle
ment pattern we are faced with a different under
standing both of the distinction between nucleated and 
dispersed settlement and of the different types of 
nucleated settlement. The ancient Greeks had a fully 
developed terminology for the first-order sites only, 
namely polis or, synonymously, polisma or asty. For 
second-order sites they had the terms kome (“village” 
which in the Archaic and Classical periods is surpris
ingly rare and restricted to certain parts of the Greek 
world)150 and demos (a word which means “people” 
but often denotes a village); finally, for third-order 
sites they had no term at all but only a number of 
words which in proper context denoted what we call a 
farm or a farmstead.151 Furthermore, the sources show 
that the ancient Greeks opposed settlement in the polis 
to settlement in the chora, but did not distinguish 
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habitation in villages from habitation in isolated farm
steads.152

Thus, for the ancient Greeks themselves the social 
and political aspects of community life mattered more 
than the settlement pattern, and therefore they sepa
rated those who lived in the countryside (in villages or 
farmsteads) from those who lived in the urban centre, 
and they devoted almost all attention to the polis 
itself. To live in komai without any urban centre was 
seen as an old form of habitation (Xen. Hell. 5.2.7), 
which antedated the polis (Arist. Pol. 1252b 10-30) or, 
in contemporary society, as an oldfashioned form of 
habitation surviving in marginal and backward re
gions of Hellas (Thue. 3.94.4). True, the archaeolog
ical evidence of the Archaic and Classical periods 
reveals that in many regions numerous villages and 
hamlets existed alongside the larger poleis)55 Yet, 
even including second-order settlements attested in 
the archaeological record, there is in many regions a 
surprisingly large number of poleis. In Boiotia the 
poleis constitute over a third of all attested nucleated 
settlements, in Arkadia about 50-70%; In Triphylia, 
East Lokris and Chalkidike the poleis even outnumber 
smaller settlements; and in Phokis and West Lokris 
there are hardly any nucleated settlements to be found 
apart from the poleis)54, Attica was exceptional in 
having over one hundred nucleated centres of which 
only one was a polis. Regions settled in poleis with 
none or very few villages between the poleis'55 seem 
to be the rule rather than the exception. In this respect 
there is a very sharp contrast indeed between ancient 
Greece and Greece of the 19th and 20th centuries with 
its five-digit number of villages and hamlets as 
against a comparatively small number of towns.156 At 
first sight, this may seem odd, but the study of first
and second-order settlements in other city-state 
cultures indicates that, in such civilisations, there 
are comparatively fewer second-order settlements 
than in macro-states,157 in which case there is nothing 
exceptional about the Hellenic settlement pattern in 
the Archaic and Classical periods.

The inference is, on the one hand, that the Greeks 
had a skewed view of their own settlement pattern, 
one that favoured the urban centre, sc. the polis, at the 
expense of settlements in the countryside, either 
nucleated or dispersed. On the other hand, on the 
Greek mainland villages were probably not as 
numerous as an Athenocentric view of Greek history 
has made us believe. In the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods, however, the picture changed. There is a 
much larger number of settlements classified as komai 
especially in the eastern part of the Greek world, and 

they occur both in the epigraphical and in the literary 
sources, especially in Strabo and Pausanias.158

The Size of a Polis. The Greek polis was a Lilliput 
and that goes both for the size of its territory, the size 
of its urban centre, and the number of its inhabitants.

(1) The smallest of all poleis was the island of 
Belbina south of Attika with an area of 8 km2. Many 
poleis had a territory of less than 25 km2. The 
Chalkidic peninsula covered some 4,000 km2 divided 
between ca. 60 poleis, corresponding to a mean of 
66.6 km2 (Flensted-Jensen [1998]). Aigina was a 
populous and powerful polis controlling an island of 
only 85 km2. Corinth possessed a hinterland of some 
900 km2, and very few poleis had a territory of over 
1,000 km2. Sparta and Athens were indeed excep
tional in having subdued a whole region, namely 
Lakedaimon (8,000 km2) and Attika (2,500 km2). 
Kyrene had a hinterland of ca. 1750 km2 but ruled a 
number of dependent poleis and controlled a territory 
of over 4,000 km2 (Laronde [1987] 285-93).

(2) The evidence about population size is scarce. 
For some poleis we have information about the 
number of adult male citizens or, more frequently, the 
size of a city’s armed forces. But we are usually left in 
the dark not only about the numbers of free for
eigners159 and slaves but also about the proportion of 
the population settled in the urban centre as against 
those who lived in the countryside, either nucleated in 
small villages or scattered in farmsteads. For this 
study I have selected two small poleis, viz., Koresia on 
Keos and Plataiai in Boiotia, one large polis, viz, 
Olynthos in Chalkidike, and one very large polis, viz. 
Kyrene in Libya.

The island of Keos was divided between four poleis 
of which the smallest was Koresia with a territory of 
ca. 15 km2.160 A fourth-century list of citizens from 
Ioulis and Koresia,161 though probably those of mili
tary age only, points to a total of some 230 adult male 
Koresian citizens, corresponding to ca. 1,000 citizens 
of both sexes and all ages. Including some foreigners 
and slaves, the total population has been estimated at a 
maximum of ca. 1,300 persons. A survey of most of 
Koresia’s territory shows that only a fraction of the 
population lived in the countryside whereas at least 
75% of the residents of the polis, i.e. ca. 1,000 indi
viduals, must have lived in the town.

Plataiai is repeatedly described as a small town;162 
Herodotos tells us that, at the battle of Plataiai in 479, 
the Plataians mustered 600 hoplites (Hdt. 9.28.6),163 
an army figure which seems to imply a citizen popula
tion amounting to some 7,500 persons to which must 
be added an unknown number of metics and slaves. 
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Some of Plataiai’s 600 hoplites, however, may have 
come from the city’s dependencies, and others may 
have lived in farmsteads spread out over the country
side. But we have one piece of evidence which 
enables us to calculate the urban population. In the 
spring of 431 B.C. the Peloponnesian War was opened 
with a nocturnal attack on Plataiai carried out by some 
300-400 Theban soldiers, and from Thucydides’ 
detailed account of the incident (2.2-6) we can infer 
that the Plataian urban population must have totalled 
at least some 2,000 persons, and probably more. 
As the walls enclosed an area of some 10 hectares 
(Fossey [1987] 102-6), the number of inhabitants per 
hectare can be fixed at over 200, and in this case 
with more confidence than in most other similar cal
culations.164

Of the poleis described as great in ancient texts 
Olynthos is the one whose urban centre is best known 
both because it has been excavated and because it had 
a thoroughly planned system of streets and insulae, 
each subdivided into six or eight or ten individual 
plots, each with a house. A circuit of walls, erected in 
432 B.C., enclosed both the old part of the town to the 
south-west and a much larger new town east and north 
of the old town. As reconstructed the new grid- 
planned quarters had more than 500 houses, and it 
seems reasonable to assume that there were at least 
100 more houses in the old part of the town (Hoepfner 
& Schwandner [1986] 32-6). If the number of persons 
living in a house is set at 8 (Hansen [1997a] 74 n. 
154), the population amounts to some 4,800 alto
gether. After 379 B.C. a major proasteion (suburb) 
was built outside the eastern wall. We do not know 
how far east it extended, but it may have doubled the 
size of the town. Busolt rated fourth-century Olynthos 
as one of the few poleis with more than 10,000 adult 
male citizens.165 He may be right, but as a town Olyn
thos cannot have had more than ca. 5,000 inhabitants 
in the period 432-380 B.C. and it probably had less 
than 10,000 in the years 379-348.

Kyrene in Libya had city walls which in the fourth 
century enclosed an area of ca. 750 ha. It is estimated 
that about a third of this was inhabited (Laronde 
[1987] 71-6, 342). Rating the number of persons per 
ha of inhabited space at 200, Kyrene must have had an 
urban population of ca. 50,000 persons. I suspect that 
Athens, Miletos and Syracuse are the only other 
Classical Greek cities of that size. Later both Alex
andria and Antiocheia were cities inhabited by a six
digit number of persons.

The evidence so far collected indicates that even a 
small polis town had a population amounting to 

1,000-2,000 persons, whereas very few poleis were 
larger than Olynthos with its ca. 5,000-10,000 inhabi
tants. In some of the small city-states almost every
body lived in the city, and in poleis in which scattered 
settlements are attested there was still a sizeable urban 
centre. In my opinion, there is no escape from Finley’s 
view that “the Graeco-Roman world was more ur
banised than any other society before the modem era” 
(Finley [1981a] 20). But let me add two modifica
tions. (a) An exceptionally large urban population is 
one of the characteristics of a city-state culture and is 
found in many other city-state cultures as well, see 
infra 614. (b) Finley’s view presupposes a general 
agreement about what is meant by the terms “urbani
sation” and “city”.

The Polis and Max Weber’s account 
of the Ancient City
What is a city? or rather - in a historical context - 
what is the so-called pre-industrial city? As was 
explained in the introduction, I adopt Max Weber’s 
description166 according to which, I repeat, a city is a 
nucleated settlement in which the houses are built so 
densely that they often stand wall to wall. As to size, a 
city differs from a village in that the inhabitants are 
too many to know one another. The concept of the city 
has two different aspects: it is both an economic and a 
political-administrative community. As an economic 
community, the city is centred on a market, in which 
the inhabitants satisfy an essential part of their daily 
needs by buying goods which the residents have either 
produced themselves or bought from others for the 
purpose of sale in the market. Again from the eco
nomic point of view cities are of two different sorts, 
viz., consumer-cities versus producer cities. In the 
consumer-city the whole economy of the city is 
geared towards serving the interests of a ruling class 
of consumers, e.g. a prince and his court or a bureau
cracy of magistrates, or a class of (large) landowners 
living in the city. By contrast the driving force in the 
producer city is centred on craftsmen and traders who 
also become the rulers of the city. As a political- 
administrative community the city possesses a terri
tory and has a municipal government (Weber 
[1921/1972] 727-9, 732). Next, according to Weber 
the ancient city in the western world was economi
cally a Konsumentenstadt and politically what he calls 
a Stadtgemeinde with the following characteristics: 
(1) it had a defence circuit and/or a castle; (2) it had a 
market; (3) it had lawcourts and laws of its own; (4) it 
was a political community; and (5) it was in possession 
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of at least partial autonomy. Finally, in his description 
of the relation between town and hinterland Weber 
contrasts the ancient and the medieval city and argues 
that in ancient cities a substantial number of the 
townsmen were farmers who cultivated the hinter
land, whereas in the medieval city, there was a sharp 
divide between the rural population who were farmers 
and the urban population who were engaged in crafts 
and trade.167

Now, what happens if one compares Weber’s model 
of the ancient city with recent accounts of the Greek 
polis in the Archaic and Classical periods? On six 
counts at least there is a noticeable gap between 
Weber’s ideal type and the views advanced today by 
ancient historians.

(a) In contradistinction to Weber’s link between the 
urban and the political aspects of the ancient and 
medieval city, there is a trend in modern scholarship 
to minimise the urban aspect of the ancient Greek 
city-state and to dissociate the concept of polis in the 
sense of state from the concept of polis in the sense of 
town.168

(b) In recent scholarship the ancient Greek polis is 
almost invariably described as a face-to-face so
ciety169 whereas Weber insists that a nucleated settle
ment in which everybody knows everybody else is a 
village and not a city. One of the essential aspects of 
the city is precisely that it is too big to be a face-to- 
face society.

(c) Weber’s description of the ancient polis as a 
consumer-city has been questioned by scholars who 
argue that manufacture was an important element in 
the ancient economy.

(d) Weber sees the Ackerbürger as one of the 
characteristics of the ancient city, whereas modern 
historians tend to infer from the numerous farmers 
who lived in the urban centre that, in the proper sense 
of the term, urbanisation was unknown in ancient 
Greece.

(e) Today the prevailing view is that the economy 
of the average polis was based on subsistence farming 
(see infra 159), whereas Weber’s model requires that 
the townsmen acquire a substantial amount of the 
necessities of life in the local market.

(f) A defence circuit and/or castle is an essential 
aspect of Weber’s ideal type; but today historians 
emphasise instead that the construction of city walls 
was a relatively late phenomenon, and that many 
poleis never had a fortified akropolis or a wall around 
the urban centre.

If the ancient historians are right, Weber’s model of 
the ancient city fits only a dozen or so of the 1,200- 

1,500 Greek poleis, viz, Akragas, Argos, Athens, 
Corinth, Kyrene, Miletos, Syracuse, Thebes, and a 
few others, and must accordingly be dismissed as 
inapplicable.170 On the other hand, it may be the 
ancient historians who on these six counts have exag
gerated or misrepresented certain trends, in which 
case Weber’s ideal type can still be upheld as the most 
valuable model we have seen so far.171

(Re a) The Dissociation of the Political and the 
Urban Aspects of the Polis is based on three claims:
(1) many poleis did not have an urban centre at all;172
(2) for poleis which did have an urban centre it is 
claimed that, with a few exceptions such as Athens, 
Thebes, Corinth etc., this centre does not deserve to be 
called a city (Finley [1963] 45); (3) both in Greece 
and in the colonies po/A-formation in the sense of 
state-formation took place ca. 700 B.C. or perhaps 
even earlier, whereas urbanisation was so slow that it 
would be misleading to speak of cities in the urban 
sense before the late sixth century.173

(1) Sparta is the example almost inevitably ad
duced by historians who hold that a polis did not nec
essarily have an urban centre.174 It is true that Sparta 
had no walls before the Hellenistic period and that it 
consisted of four villages; but it was in fact a conurba
tion with once as many as 8,000 Spartiatai (Hdt. 
7.234.2) and their families settled in an area of some 3 
square kilometres, and in our sources Sparta is repeat
edly called both an asty (Hdt. 7.220.4) and a polis in 
the urban sense (Thue. 1.134.1).175

The evidence so far collected and surveyed in the 
Copenhagen Polis Centre points to two conclusions. 
First, in the Classical period, every polis (in the sense 
of state) was centred on a polis (in the sense of town); 
and second, every town called polis was the centre of 
a polis community.

Classical Boiotia is an illustration of the first con
clusion. Here we have evidence for nineteen commu
nities which either indisputably or almost certainly 
were poleis in the political sense of the term. Every 
one had an urban centre;176 some of them were unden
iably very small. In Chorsiai177 and Siphai178 the resi
dential area enclosed by the walls has been estimated 
at ca. 3 hectares, and in both cases the number of 
inhabitants must have totalled some hundred persons 
only, to whom must be added some settled outside the 
walls. But in the fifth century Plataiai, considered a 
small polis, had an urban population of over 2,000 
persons, and most of the other poleis were consider
ably larger. Urbanisation and polis formation in other 
regions seems to fit the picture I have drawn of 
Boiotia in the Classical period.
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Fig. 3. Boiotia in the 4th century 
B.C.

The second conclusion is based on the following 
observation: “in Archaic and Classical sources the 
term polis used in the sense of town to denote a named 
urban centre is not applied to just any urban centre, 
but only to a town which was also the political centre 
of a polis. Thus, the term polis has two different 
meanings, town and state, but even when it is used in 
the sense of town its reference seems almost invari
ably to be what the Greeks called polis in the sense of 
a community of citizens about their political institu
tions (a koinonia politon politeias as Aristotle says) 
and what we call a city-state”.179

(2) The most famous assertion of the view that most 
urban centres do not deserve to be called cities comes 
from Moses Finley’s book The Ancient Greeks, in 
which he notes that “the inhabitants of the ‘city’ of 
Mantinea were the owners of landed estates, who pre
ferred 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 else to do with city
life” (Finley [1963] 45; [1981a] 20-1). The Greek 
poleis “were not cities at all, though they all possessed 
civic centres” and “urbanization was unknown in 
Greece.”180 Yet, Mantinea was an urban centre with, 
probably, over 10,000 inhabitants,181 and many of the 
citizen farmers must have frequented the agora for 

purposes of trade and not just to attend a political 
meeting or to have a chat with their fellow citizens.

(3) In Hellas in the early Archaic period there may 
have been poleis in the political sense in which a polis 
in the urban sense did not emerge until ca. 500 B.C. or 
even later. But they are not easy to identify.182 Most 
sites are neither excavated nor surveyed well enough 
to allow us to conclude that there was no urban centre 
or that the known urban settlement goes back to, say, 
500 B.C. but no further.183 And if for a given polis it 
can be established that nucleated habitation is later 
than the Archaic period,184 we usually lack literary or 
epigraphical evidence to show that the settlement in 
question had been a polis in the political sense in the 
seventh and sixth centuries, i.e. before it became a 
polis in the urban sense. To the best of my knowledge 
there is not one unquestionable example of a settle
ment which is explicitly attested as a polis before it 
developed an urban centre. Furthermore, recent exca
vations indicate that urbanisation emerged much ear
lier than usually believed, see infra 161.

(Re b) The Polis as a Face-to-Face Society. Ac
cording to Weber a city differs from a village by being 
so big that an inhabitant can no longer be acquainted 
with all the other inhabitants. At first sight this distin
guishing mark of the city seems to be incompatible
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both with Aristotle’s (Pol. 1326b 16) and Plato’s (Lg. 
738E) requirement that a polis must not be so large 
that the citizens can no longer know one another, and 
with modern historians’ description of the polis as a 
face-to-face society.185 The opposition between the 
two views fades away, however, when we remember 
that Aristotle and Plato are thinking of the citizens of 
an (ideal) polis - i.e. the adult male citizens who meet 
a moderate census qualification - whereas Weber’s 
description applies to all the inhabitants of a city.186 
On the other hand, some poleis were so small that not 
only the full citizens, but all inhabitants would be 
acquainted and in such cases, according to Weber’s 
criterion, the settlement would be a village rather than 
a city.

(Re c) The Polis as a Consumer-City. Weber’s and 
Finley’s notion of the polis as a consumer-city has 
recently been challenged. From the indisputable fact 
that wealthy citizens must have needed huge sums in 
cash, e.g. to discharge liturgies and to pay their eis- 
phora, it has been argued first that manufacture for the 
market must have played a significant role not only 
in Athens but also in smaller poleis such as Teos, 
and second that the required amount of exchange 
cannot have been achieved without a high degree of 
monetisation.1871 agree; but it is worth noting that the 
criticism is aimed at Finley whereas Weber is not even 
mentioned; and it was indeed Finley who connected 
the concept of the consumer-city with the, alleged, 
insignificance of trade in the market and production 
for sale. He seems to have overlooked that trade is just 
as important in the consumer-city as in the producer 
city. Only, the emphasis is different. According to 
Weber a Produzentenstadt is dominated by the pro
ducers who manufacture for the market and promote 
trade in order to sell their products. A Konsumenten
stadt, on the other hand, is dominated by the con
sumers who must have producers to provide them 
with what they do not produce themselves. So in this 
case, too, trade and manufacture for the market are 
essential factors in order to provide the consumers 
with the goods they want to buy. Thus, the recent 
emphasis on manufacture for the market in the ancient 
Greek city does not invalidate Weber’s view that the 
economy of the ancient city was geared towards satis
fying consumer interests whereas the medieval city 
was governed by producers and promoted their inter
ests.188 One ancient source which strongly supports 
Weber’s analysis is Perikles’ funeral oration, in which 
he praises Athens as the city in which one can obtain 
whatever one’s heart desires in the form of goods 
imported from all over the world.189 Comparing this 

passage with the prevailing ideology in medieval and 
modern western societies I find it striking that 
Perikles prefers to praise Athens for having imported 
commodities from near and far instead of praising the 
Athenian products for being the best one can get and 
so good that they can be obtained all over the world. 
By describing the ancient Greek polis as a consumer
city Weber has, in my opinion, focused on an essential 
aspect of the ideology of the ancient city. To show that 
market economy and monetisation were more impor
tant in ancient Greece than Haasebrook and Finley 
were prepared to believe is not the same as showing 
that producer interests were the driving forces behind 
the ancient economy.

(Re d) Ackerbürger. It is undoubtedly true that a 
fraction, often even a large fraction, of a town’s inhab
itants were Ackerbürger, i.e. farmers who lived in the 
city but worked in their fields, which were sometimes 
even far removed from the urban centre.190 Weber 
regards this characteristic as one of the essential 
differences between the ancient and the medieval 
city;191 and he may be right if the focus is the medieval 
Italian city-states (Waley [1978] 55-69). But north of 
the Alps most cities were in this respect very much 
like the ancient Greek cities, and had the same close 
link between city and countryside which was an 
important aspect of the polis.™2 Furthermore, in his 
general discussion of the relation between Stadt and 
Landwirtschaft, Weber had no difficulty in combining 
the concept of the citizen farmer with the concept of 
the city and emphasises that many Ackerbürger 
produced for the market;193 but when he contrasts the 
ancient and the medieval city he assumes first that 
almost everybody in an ancient city was an Acker
bürger (which is a gross exaggeration) and second 
that the prevalence of citizen farmers points to a 
subsistence economy (thereby contradicting his own 
general view that Ackerbürger may produce for the 
market).194 In the rest of his treatise, however, he takes 
it for granted that the Greek poleis were Städte, and he 
must accordingly have assumed that, by and large, 
they conformed to his ideal type and to the essential 
requirement that a city must have a market in order to 
be a true city. Perhaps following Weber’s specific 
remarks about the Ackerbürger in an ancient city, 
Finley195 and after him many historians have taken the 
presence of a considerable number of citizen farmers 
to imply the absence of urbanisation in the proper 
sense of the term.196

(Re e) Subsistence Economy versus Market 
Economy. From the fact that a substantial number of 
the townsmen were farmers it has become customary 
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to infer that, with a few exceptions such as e.g. 
Athens, Corinth and Miletos, the town’s economy was 
basically a subsistence economy.197 Yet, against this 
primitivistic view stand not only the observations 
mentioned Re (c) supra, but also the testimony of, 
e.g., Plato and Aristotle. Plato takes division of labour 
and exchange of goods to be the driving forces behind 
polis formation, a view endorsed by Xenophon too; 
and Aristotle asserts that the most indispensable of all 
officials are the market inspectors (agoranomoi); they 
are found in every polis because trade in the market 
(agora) is an essential aspect of polis life.198 Many cit
izen farmers, or Ackerbürger to speak in Weberian 
terms, must have produced a surplus of agricultural 
products which they must have brought to the local 
agora and exchanged for other commodities produced 
by the city’s other inhabitants. Furthermore, some cit
izen farmers may have specialised in one or two types 
of crop, in which case they must have produced a sur
plus which they could exchange in the market not 
only for manufactured artifacts but also for the agri
cultural products they might need themselves. In 
Aristophanes’ Ecclesiazusae 817ff. we hear about the 
citizen farmer who carried his wine to the market in 
order to sell it and to buy flour. There is no indication 
that he was doing something exceptional. Thus, apart 
from all those citizens and metics who had no land to 
cultivate, we must assume that some of the citizen 
farmers did not even grow enough grain to feed their 
own household but had to buy it in the market in 
exchange for, e.g., wine, vegetables, figs or a sheep. 
Furthermore, numerous inscriptions from all parts of 
the Greek world testify to an accumulation of capital 
which is incompatible with a subsistence economy.199 
Other sources show that import of grain was essential 
not only for Athens, the largest of all poleis, or for 
Aigina, an island much too small to feed its sizeable 
population,200 but also for a small polis such as Boi- 
otian Anthedon which had an urban centre of modest 
size and a territory of less than 100 km2 (Heraclides 
Creticus 23 [GGM I p. 104]). I conclude that not only 
large poleis, but also middle-sized and even small 
poleis fulfilled the Weberian requirement that, in a 
proper city, the inhabitants buy a sizeable part of their 
daily provisions in the market.

(Re f) The Polis and its Walls. In the Archaic period 
poleis protected by walls and towers were few and far 
between, and today historians agree that it would be a 
mistake to take a circuit of walls to be one of the 
defining characteristics of the Archaic polis.201 Never
theless in our earliest written sources the defence cir
cuit is one of the most common characteristics of a 

polis. The “Homeric city” is enclosed with steep walls 
and beautiful towers. Other Archaic sources use 
adjectives such as well-towered as an obvious epithet 
to a polis', and the Archaic lyric poet Alkaios has the 
following description of what a polis is: “cities 
(poleis) are not stones or timbers or the craft of 
builders; but wherever there are men who know to 
defend themselves, there are walls and cities.”202 Here 
the personal sense of the word polis is emphasised at 
the expense of the urban sense, but the antithetical 
way of expressing the view reveals that others might 
prefer to describe a polis as a walled city. As far back 
as our written sources go, walls seem to be a part of 
the concept of the polis. Furthermore, the physical 
reality behind the concept changed in the course of the 
Classical period. In the fourth century almost every 
polis had a wall, and for a polis not be protected by a 
defense circuit was exceptional203 and regarded as 
old-fashioned.204

An Assessment of Max Weber’s Antike Stadt as a 
Model for the Greek Polis. The conclusion of this 
investigation is that, pace Finley, Weber’s antike Stadt 
as an ideal type is a very valuable model when applied 
to the polis of the fifth and fourth centuries. It was 
indeed Finley who brought Weber’s work to the atten
tion of ancient historians, but because of his more 
“primitivistic” view of the ancient economy it was 
Finley too who argued that Weber’s Idealtypus or 
“model” of die antike Stadt did not fit the over one 
thousand middle-sized and small poleis. The investi
gations conducted in the Polis Centre indicate that 
Weber’s ideal type of city does fit even small poleis'. 
the classical polis (in the sense of state) was a self- 
governing (but not necessarily independent) political 
community invariably centred on a polis (in the sense 
of town). Many poleis were so big that it was impos
sible for all inhabitants to know one another, whereas 
in most cases the number of adult male full citizens 
was small enough to allow the polis (in the political 
sense) to be a face-to-face society. A considerable 
number of townsmen were farmers who had their 
home in the city but their fields in the hinterland 
(Ackerbürger). The town was enclosed by a defence 
circuit and centred on an agora in which the inhabi
tants supplied themselves with a substantial part of the 
necessaries of life, often produced in the hinterland 
but sometimes imported from abroad.

So much for the polis of the Classical period. When 
we move back to ca. 600 B.C. the picture must be 
drawn differently. Most towns were not walled; they 
probably had an agora, but it seems to have been used 
for political meetings only and there is no evidence 
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for the agora as a market place.205 Towns were so 
small that all the inhabitants must have known one 
another, and many poleis (in the political sense) may 
not yet have possessed an urban centre so big that a 
Greek of the Classical period would think of it as a 
polis and a modern historian would classify it as a 
town. Thus, in many places the essential link between 
the polis as a state and the polis as a town may not yet 
have existed. In a number of larger settlements, how
ever, it probably did, and it is unwarranted to assume 
that a typical polis of the early seventh century was a 
small territorial state without a proper urban centre.206

The concept of polis in the sense of town is al
ready apparent ca. 600 B.C. The fragment of Alkaios 
(quoted supra 160) shows, e contrario, that many 
would take a circuit of walls to be an essential element 
of a polis, and this impression is corroborated by what 
we learn from other poets as well as from the Iliad and 
the Odyssey.201 There can be no doubt that the 
Homeric poems were widely recited ca. 600 B.C. 
Some of the elements mentioned above may be remi
niscences of walled Bronze Age palaces, or based on a 
vague knowledge about the great walled towns in the 
Near Eastern empires, but I can see no escape from 
the inference that the Hellenic polis as an urban 
walled town existed as a well-established concept 
among the Hellenes ca. 600 B.C. and probably earlier 
than that.

What, then, about the physical remains of Archaic 
towns? Among ancient historians and archaeologists 
it has become common to claim that the formation of 
the polis as a political community preceded the forma
tion of the polis as an urban centre. Ian Morris, for 
example, holds that “if we want to draw a line 
between ‘city’ and ‘non-city’ stages it would probably 
be in the late sixth century. The rise of the polis and 
the rise of the city were anything but synonymous” 
(Morris [1991] 40) ... “and if we wished to pinpoint 
the transition to state-hood it would be around 700” 
(p. 43). Thus, almost two centuries separate state-for
mation from city-formation. Similarly, although he 
does not suggest a precise date for state-formation, 
Frank Kolb believes, like Morris, that in Greece the 
formation of “cities” or “towns” cannot be pushed fur
ther back than the late sixth century B.C. (Kolb [1984] 
72).

Combining the written evidence with the prevailing 
view of the emergence of urbanisation in Greece, we 
are left with the impression that the concept of polis in 
the sense of town antedated the actual urbanisation 
process by at least a century, if not more. And we will 
have to assume that the development of the meaning 

of the word polis was: stronghold - state - town, rather 
than: stronghold - town - state (Hansen in CPC Acts 4 
[1997a] 40-1). That is, of course, not impossible, but 
strange, and a new look at the evidence seems advis
able. A downdating of the concept of polis in the sense 
of town to, e.g., ca. 500 B.C. is out of the question, 
whereas, in the archaeological record, there are some 
clues which indicate an updating of town formation in 
Greece by one to two centuries.

The recent German excavations of Miletos seem to 
show that the site in the early 7th century was a walled 
town with, perhaps, a five-digit number of inhabi
tants.208 It has long been known that Smyrna must 
have been an impressive walled urban settlement in 
the 8th century.209 And there is no reason to assume 
that these two sites were the only early Greek cities 
along the coast of Asia Minor. The Swiss excavations 
of Eretria have unearthed an urban centre which grew 
up rapidly in the course of the second half of the 8th 
century so that Eretria by ca. 700 B.C. was a sizeable 
city.210 On the Greek mainland the clusters of villages 
at Athens, Corinth and Argos either were or became 
proper conurbations by the turn of the eighth 
century.211 And in Sicily the urban history of Syracuse 
and Megara Hyblaia can be traced back beyond 700 
B.C., whereas Naxos grew to be a town in the early 
seventh century.212

Among ancient historians and archaeologists there 
has been a tendency to hold that one cannot speak 
about urbanisation until a cluster of close-set villages 
has condensed into one solid urban centre.213 But the 
Greeks themselves thought that a cluster of villages 
was a polis in the urban sense, a polis kata komas oik- 
oumene.2'4 It was perhaps an oldfashioned form of 
polis, but still a polis, or an asty, and must, in my 
opinion, be acknowledged as an “urbanised settle
ment”, if only for the fact that often several thousand 
persons were living in nucleated settlements all within 
an area of 1-3 km2.

Given the limited range of the archaeological 
record,215 one ought perhaps to avoid all generalisa
tions and abstain from dating the emergence of urban
isation in the Greek world. But if one ventures to 
come up with some kind of generalisation, the evi
dence suggests that the emergence of urbanisation 
should be moved back at least to the early seventh 
century,216 perhaps even further, in which case there is 
no longer any reason to assume that state-formation 
preceded urbanisation by one to two centuries. The 
two processes seem to be contemporaneous and to go 
hand in hand, see infra 610.

The Greeks’ Own Idea of the Polis as an Urban 
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Centre. What kind of urban centre did a Greek of the 
Classical period picture to himself when he heard the 
word polis?2'1 A polis (in the sense of urban centre) 
was a town which was also the political centre of a 
polis (in the sense of state), and there are very few 
attestations of urban settlements which were called a 
polis without being the centre of a self-governing 
polis community.2 IS It follows that in most poleis (in 
the sense of state) there was only one urban settlement 
which was called polis. Such a polis had a hinterland, 
called chora219 or ge220, and a polis lying on the coast 
would have a harbour, called limen22' or epineion222 
often including an emporion, i.e. a special market for 
foreign trade.223 The port of a large inland polis could 
itself be a major urban settlement which occasionally 
was considered a polis in the urban sense,224 and could 
be a polis in the political sense too.225

Almost all poleis were enclosed by a circuit wall, 
which in most cases must have been the line of demar
cation between the polis (in the sense of town) and its 
chora (in the sense of hinterland). Of the other urban 
settlements inside the territory of a large polis some 
were centres of civic subdivisions, but some were just 
centres of habitation and local trade without any polit
ical institutions at all.226 Some of the larger poleis, 
however, succeeded in dominating or subduing some 
of the neighbouring poleis, and if these dependencies 
were allowed to persist as poleis in the political sense, 
their urban centre would also be called a polis,222 and 
the hegemonic polis would be the true first-order set
tlement and at the same time the power centre of a 
hierarchical network of poleis.

Even very small poleis seem to have had a four 
digit number of inhabitants, supra 157, and the popu
lation of a polis was often so numerous that the inhab
itants did not know one another.228

As a town the polis was first of all a centre of habi
tation, and through excavation or survey archaeolo
gists have come to distinguish between two different 
types of nucleated settlement: (A) a small settlement, 
often placed on an eminence, which was extended 
downhill and grew to become a proper town, and (B) a 
cluster of closely set villages which eventually were 
merged into a conurbation with a defense circuit 
enclosing the entire settlement.229 In towns of type (A) 
the eminence (akropolis) was often walled and clearly 
distinguished from the habitation quarters below.230 
The akropolis was sometimes reserved for monumen
talised sanctuaries and other public buildings,231 but 
sometimes had room for habitation as well.232 To have 
an akropolis was not a characteristic confined to 
poleis of type (A). Many poleis of type (B) possessed 

a proper akropolis close to or as a part of the conurba
tion, e.g., Corinth, Argos and Athens.

The most urgent need of the polis as a habitation 
centre was a sufficient supply of fresh water, and as a 
specific type of public monumental architecture many 
poleis were adorned with one or more fountain houses 
where the inhabitants could supplement the water 
drawn from wells in private houses.233

Every polis was divided into publicly owned quar
ters, used for walls, streets, harbours, and all kinds of 
monumental architecture, as against privately owned 
habitation quarters, used for (mostly) fairly simple 
family houses (Jameson [1990] 171-95). Mansions 
and palaces were virtually unknown before the late 
Classical and Hellenistic periods, and that goes even 
for poleis governed by a tyrant.234

Habitation quarters were often irregular with 
crooked streets and haphazardly arranged houses, but 
in the Classical period an astonishing number of 
towns had adopted the centralised planning of streets 
and habitation quarters which erroneously has been 
ascribed to Hippodamos of Miletos, the fifth-century 
architect of the Peiraieus (Martin [1974] 221-52). To 
have a town organised in accordance with a rigid plan 
can be traced back to the colonies founded by the 
Greeks in Sicily in the late 8th century.235 And during 
the Archaic and Classical periods a constantly 
growing number of poleis, first outside and later in 
Hellas itself, were organised in accordance with a rec
tangular street plan. But even more important than 
having the streets laid out in rectangular fashion was 
the habit of having the rectangular blocks framed by 
the streets subdivided into lots of equal size, mostly 
8 or 10 or 12 lots per block, and standardising the 
houses constructed on the lots;236 they were a kind of 
ancient terrace houses not too far removed from what 
is known from some parts of some modern European 
cities. The degree of town planning and rationalisa
tion practised in the so-called Hippodamian poleis 
was as astonishing as the degree of planning and ratio
nalisation practised in the artificial subdivision of the 
citizen body in e.g. phylai, phratriai and hekatostyes 
etc. (Murray in CPCActs 4 [1997] 493-504), or as 
astonishing as the rigorous planning and rationalisa
tion practised in the running of the political institu
tions (Hansen [1991] 314, 319-20).

Apart from being a centre of habitation, the polis 
was a centre of (a) political institutions, (b) cults, (c) 
defence, (d) industry and trade and (e) education and 
entertainment.237

Re (a). As a political centre the polis accommo
dated all the central political institutions and the
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buildings in which they resided: first virtually every 
polis seems to have had a prytaneion with a dining 
room in which the chief magistrates of the polis 
hosted prominent guests, and with an eternal flame 
burning on the altar of Hestia and symbolising the 
eternal life of the polis.238 Secondly there was a 
bouleuterion, in which the council {boule) held its 
meetings, 239 and thirdly a number of archeia, i.e. 
offices for the various (boards of) magistrates.240 For 
some unknown reason specific lawcourts (dikasteria) 
are only exceptionally mentioned in our sources 
whereas it is not infrequently recorded that various 
public buildings erected for other purposes could be 
used as law courts.241 Similarly, only few poleis had a 
separate meeting place (ekklesiasterion) for the 
people’s assembly (ekklesia),242 whereas there are 
quite a few references to assemblies of the people 
being held in the theatre.243 In the Archaic and Class
ical periods the public political buildings were small 
and undistinguished and monumental political archi
tecture began to appear only in the fourth century.244 
Furthermore, the agora was no longer seen as the 
institutionalised political centre of the polis where 
assemblies were held but rather as the social and eco
nomic centre of the town.245

(Re b). As a centre of public cult the polis housed a 
number of sanctuaries,246 some with monumental 
buildings such as temples247 and theatres.248 Until a 
generation ago the prevailing view was that almost all 
the major public sanctuaries were erected within the 
walls of the polis,249 and that the temples were typi
cally placed on the akropolis. This view has been con
siderably modified in two respects: (a) many of the 
major sanctuaries were either sub-urban or extra- 
urban. The sub-urban sanctuaries were placed in the 
immediate vicinity of the town, the extra-urban were 
often situated right on the threshold of the territory, 
almost as a demarcation of the territory (de Polignac 
[1995] 21-5, 33-41). (b) As time went on new cities 
had their urban sanctuaries interspersed between the 
habitation blocks and no longer erected on the 
akropolis (Martin [1951] 253-5). Sanctuaries of 
Athene, Apollon and Aphrodite are typically found 
inside the walls whereas sanctuaries of Zeus, 
Demeter, Hera and Poseidon are often situated in the 
hinterland (Schachter [1992] 1-57). Correspondingly, 
festivals connected with the urban sanctuaries were 
celebrated in the polis (Aen. Tact. 10.4), whereas fes
tivals for the gods who had their temples in the coun
tryside were celebrated in the chora (Aen. Tact. 17.1).

(Re c). As a centre of defence the polis was a town 
whose walls could protect its inhabitants as well as the 

rest of the population,250 and inside the walls was 
enough open space to accommodate the rural popula
tion for as long as the enemy occupied and pillaged 
the countryside.251 Towns with an akropolis often had 
a double defence system: one wall protecting the 
akropolis, and one the lower city.252 In the fourth cen
tury almost every polis had a town wall (teichos), or at 
least a walled akropolis. Not just in poetry but in 
reality a defence circuit had become an essential 
aspect of the town (Ducrey [1995] 253-5), just as it 
was in the Middle Ages. But there is an important dif
ference in the function: in the medieval town the sharp 
division between city and country began at the gates. 
They were guarded all the time and closed during the 
night. Furthermore, customs dues were often exacted 
on all goods which passed the gates (Bertelli [1978] 
41-4). In the ancient Greek city, walls were erected for 
defence purposes only; the gates were guarded in time 
of war (e.g. Aen. Tact. 28.1-4); but in peacetime 
anyone could pass freely during daylight hours,253 
and, though at night the gates were probably shut, 
they seem not to have been guarded and people could 
still get in and out.254 Thus, in contradistinction to 
what happened in the Middle Ages, the walls around 
an ancient Greek polis did not become a barrier 
between the town and its countryside. On the other 
hand, they gradually became an essential feature of 
the polis, and if the focus is the polis of the Classical 
period, it is not misleading to take the walls to be one 
of the elements of the ideal type.

(Re d). As an economic association the centre of the 
polis was the market place (agora),253 the other centre 
was often a harbour (limen), and in sources dealing 
with the economy of the polis, the agora and the limen 
are often juxtaposed.256 Every polis had an agora,257 
which in Archaic and early Classical towns was just 
an open square marked off with boundary stones 
(horoi).258 A polis might have an emporion, i.e. a 
market reserved for foreign trade (Hansen in CPCPa- 
pers 4 [ 1997d] 83-105). In the Homeric poems and in 
some Archaic poets the agora is described as the 
place where the people had the sessions of the 
assembly.259 In the Classical period all traces of the 
agora as an assembly place have vanished and the 
agora was now primarily the market place. Shops and 
booths were erected,260 many of a temporary nature.261 
An agora was often adorned with a stoa (a roofed 
colonnade).262 Later, and especially in poleis with a 
grid plan, the agora was flanked with two263 or even 
three stoai,2M some of which were used for shops.265

(Re e). As a centre of education and entertainment 
the polis was the place where the schools for children 
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were found.266 The more advanced education of adults 
was often connected with the gymnasia,261 which, 
however, were primarily centres for sports and mili
tary training.268 In the Archaic and early Classical 
periods gymnasia were usually placed outside the 
polis,26'1 but in the course of the late Classical and 
Hellenistic periods the gymnasion was moved inside 
the walls270 and became perhaps the most important 
public building271 housing what was now the most 
important institution in the polis, viz. the ephebeia, 
i.e. the education and military training of young citi
zens.

Of entertainments, often connected with the major 
religious festivals, the two most spectacular types 
were competitions in sports, conducted in a palai- 
stra212 a stadion273 or a hippodromos2111 often con
nected with a gymnasion,215 and drama, performed in 
the theatre.276 In the Archaic and early Classical 
periods both the gymnasion (with palaistra, stadion 
and hippodromos)211 and the theatre278 were simple 
constructions which in most poleis have left no traces 
whatsoever, but all three types of building were mon
umentalised in the course of the late fifth and fourth 
centuries.

The Polis as a Political Community
An obvious place to look for a description of polis in 
its sense of community is in Aristotle’s Politics and 
especially Books 1 and 3 (Hansen [ 1996d] 196-203). 
Here we find a profound discussion of the polis and its 
parts and, on almost all counts, Aristotle’s compre
hensive analysis agrees with the picture we can put 
together from scattered pieces of information in other 
contemporary sources, Athenian as well as non
Athenian. In Book 1 Aristotle offers a socio-economic 
description of the emergence of the polis and the units 
of which it is composed: a number of households 
(oikiai) grow to become a settlement (kome) and, 
again, a number of settlements combine to form a 
conurbation (polis) (1252a24-53a39). The diachronic 
perspective is speculative, but the three-tier organisa
tion of the polis is a well-attested fact. From this point 
of view the basic unit is the household (oikia) com
posed of husband, wife, children and slave(s) 
(1253b2-7). In Book 3 Aristotle changes his approach 
and offers a description of the political structure of the 
polis. Now he argues that a polis is a community 
(koinonia) of citizens (politai) about the running and 
organisation of its political institutions (politeia) 
(1274b32-76bl5). The polis as a socio-economic unit 
has been treated above; in this section I shall focus on 

Aristotle’s definition of the polis as a koinonia politon 
politeias (1276bl).

The term koinonia shows that, for Aristotle, a polis 
is not primarily a settlement, but a community. Next, 
it is a community of politai, i.e. of adult male citizens 
to the exclusion of their wives, children and slaves 
plus all free foreigners who happen to live in the 
settlement ( 1275a7-8; 1326a 18-20). The specification 
that the members of the polis are the full citizens only 
confirms that in this context polis is explicitly 
detached from its sense of “town” or “nucleated settle
ment”: the polis-town includes the women, chil
dren, slaves and foreigners but they are all excluded 
from the polis in the sense of a “community of 
politai”. The third element of Aristotle’s definition 
concerns the field of action which unites the commu
nity of citizens, and that is the politeia. The word 
politeia means literally “citizenship” but from this pri
mary sense it developed two secondary meanings: (a) 
in a very concrete sense politeia designates the body 
of citizens as opposed to all non-citizens; (b) in a 
more abstract sense it designates the structure of the 
body of citizens and is, traditionally and in my 
opinion correctly, rendered “constitution” or “form of 
government”.279 A contemporary political scientist 
might prefer “political system”. In Aristotelian terms 
the politeia in the sense of body politic is the “matter” 
of the polis (1325b39-26a5) whereas the politeia in 
the sense of constitution is its “form” (1276b2-l 1). 
Apart from the opposition between form and matter, 
which is peculiar to Aristotelian philosophy, the 
analysis of the concepts of polis, polîtes and politeia 
presented above is corroborated by all other sources, 
Athenian as well as non-Athenian. And the consistent 
use in all sources of polis, polites and politeia as three 
closely intertwined concepts shows that the core of 
the concept of polis was the citizens in their capacity 
as members of the political institutions.280

If we ask for a more specific description of what a 
politeia is we learn that it is “the structure of a polis' 
political institutions (archai) and, in particular, of the 
supreme body of government” ( 1278b8-10).281 But 
the structure of the political institutions differs from 
polis to polis and according to whether the supreme 
body of government is one person only, or a minority, 
or the majority of the citizens, politeiai can be subdi
vided into three types: monarchy, oligarchy and 
democracy.282 In a monarchy supreme power rests 
with a king or tyrant, in oligarchy with a ruling class 
of aristocrats and/or wealthy citizens who have 
monopolised access to all (major) offices, whereas in 
a democracy the common people (demos) - who con- 
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stitute the majority of all citizens - exercise their rule 
directly through a popular assembly in which every 
citizen has the right to speak and to vote. This basic 
tripartition of politeiai is found in all sources, literary 
as well as epigraphical,283 and leads to the question: if 
there are three different forms of politeia, and if the 
politeia is the structure of the polis, did the Greeks 
believe, too, that there were three essentially different 
forms of polis'!

To elucidate this problem we must move from the 
politeia as the structure of the polis to politeia in the 
sense of “citizenship” or “citizen body”. In the ancient 
Greek world citizenship was, essentially, what it has 
become once again in this century, i.e. the legally 
defined hereditary membership of an individual in a 
state whereby the member (in the modem world 
called a citizen or a national) acquires political, social 
and economic privileges which a non-citizen member 
of the community does not enjoy, or enjoys only par
tially. As a rule, a person is a citizen of one state only 
(Pierson [1996] 27-30). In ancient Greece the corre
sponding terms used were politeia to denote citizen
ship itself, and polites to denote the citizen if the 
emphasis was on a citizen’s exercise of his political 
rights,284 whereas astos (masculine)285 and aste (femi
nine)286 were commonly used to denote a person of 
citizen birth. As a rule a person was a polites of one 
polis only.287

Again, Aristotle concurs with this double aspect of 
citizenship, saying that, in practice, citizenship is 
defined as being born from citizens (1275b22-4), 
whereas, functionally, citizenship is defined by partic
ipating in the running of the political institutions of 
one’s polis (1275a22-33). In a democracy the two def
initions coincide, whereas in oligarchies the func
tional definition is restricted to those natural-born citi
zens who also fulfil a census qualification,288 and in 
a monarchy in the strict sense of the term, the 
monarch is the only person who is a citizen in the 
functional sense.289 Since a polis is a community of 
citizens (1274b41) (from which non-citizens are 
excluded) the polis par excellence must be the demo
cratically governed polis (1275b5-6), whereas oli
garchies and, especially, monarchies are not poleis to 
the same extent insofar as not only non-citizens, but 
also some citizens are excluded from participation in 
those institutions which constitute the core of the 
polis. From the fourth century B.C. and onwards there 
is an undeniable trend to associate the concept of polis 
with the concept of democracy;290 but it must not be 
overemphasised. Most oligarchic poleis had a popular 
assembly.291 Its powers were, of course, limited, but it 

was usually open to all citizens so that it was the 
holding of (major) offices only which was restricted 
to those who passed the census qualification. Simi
larly, tyrants often convened all citizens to a meeting 
of the assembly,292 and in many cases their power 
lasted no longer than they could rely on the acclama
tion of the people. Conversely, even democracies 
could impose restrictions on access to offices.293 In 
political thought we sometimes meet the view that a 
tyrannically governed polis is not a polis in the true 
sense.294 But usually tyrannies are seen as full-scale 
poleis and that goes invariably for oligarchies. Thus, 
irrespective of its type of politeia, the typical polis had 
at least some political institutions in which all citizens 
were entitled to participate whereas non-citizens were 
excluded, and, with variations, most poleis had 
roughly similar political institutions, viz., a popular 
assembly {ekklesia}, a council {boule}, a senate {ger- 
ousia}, boards of magistrates {archai}, and specific 
law courts {dikasteria}, to be found especially in 
poleis in which the administration of justice was not 
left to the archai. One example is the moderate oli
garchic constitution of Kyrene. It was inscribed in, 
probably, 322 B.C. and happens to be the oldest sur
viving written constitution in the world. The sections 
about the political institutions prescribe that the citi
zens are all those born from citizens in Kyrene and in 
the dependent poleis founded by Kyrene. Full citizen 
rights, however, are restricted to a body politic {poli- 
teuma} of 10,000 politai who fulfil a census require
ment of 2,000 drachmae, the basic political institu
tions are: a popular assembly to which all 10,000 
politai have access; a council {boule} manned with 
500 citizens selected by lot for 2 years; a senate {ger- 
ousia) manned with 101 citizens elected for life by the 
ekklesia-, various boards of officials of which the most 
important is a board of 5 generals {strategoi} elected 
by the assembly to assist the ruler of Egypt, Ptole
maios, who is strategos for life; councillors, senators 
and officials are to be over 50 years of age. Adminis
tration of justice in capital cases rests with the boule, 
the gerousia and 1,500 citizens selected by lot from 
among the 10,000.295

When we move from the institutions themselves to 
the tasks they performed the best one can do is prob
ably to present a survey of the contents of the deci
sions made in assemblies and councils and carried 
into effect by the officials. Some decisions concern 
the political institutions themselves, such as rules 
about meetings of the assembly, elections or appoint
ment by lot of officials, and instructions about the 
tasks they have to perform. Some decisions concern 
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penal law, private law and the administration of jus
tice. Some decisions are citizenship decrees and the 
bestowal of honours on citizens as well as foreigners. 
Such decrees are particularly well represented in epi
graphical sources because they were usually pub
lished on stone. Some decisions are declarations of 
war and peace, alliances, repair of the city walls, 
defence of the country and mobilisation of armies. 
Some decisions concern the organisation and finan
cing of religious festivals, including large religious 
calendars which list all the festival days during a year. 
Some decisions concern the provision of grain to citi
zens. Some decisions concern the imposition of taxes 
and customs as well as loans taken up or repaid by the 
polis.™

From the matters regulated by the public it is 
apparent that the polis as a community was not only a 
political organisation; it was also a military organisa
tion, a religious organisation, a social and educational 
organisation, and an economic organisation. From a 
modem point of view it is tempting to interpret the 
political organisation as a means through which the 
polis organised its defence, its religion, its economy 
and the social life of its citizens. But such an approach 
would only lead us astray. For many Greeks political 
activity was a positive value and participation in the 
decision-making process an end in itself, and not just 
a means to self-advancement or the achievement of 
some other purpose.297 According to Aristotle, man is 
a political animal, or - more precisely - a polis animal 
(a zoon politikon, Pol. 1253a 1-4), and the very stuff of 
human life at its most basic level is involvement in the 
institutions of one’s polis ( 1326b5-9). Political culture 
was the essence of the polis and “religious and social 
institutions were not autonomous but were continu
ously being adapted to conform to the needs of polis 
organization” (Murray [1996] 1205-6).

(a) The Polis as a Military Organisation. The prin
cipal civic duty incumbent on a citizen was to defend 
his polis and fight in its army. Every polis had its own 
army, and armies mobilised by leagues or federations 
were composed of contingents from the individual 
poleis. The polis was - here as everywhere - the basic 
social unit.298 The core of a city’s armed forces was 
the heavy-armed infantry, the hoplites, who fought in 
close mass formation (called a phalanx), supported on 
the wings by cavalry and light-armed soldiers.29'* The 
citizen soldiers had to provide their own equipment300 
whereby a link was established between social groups 
and types of military service: the upper class served in 
the cavalry, or joined the middle class as hoplites; the 
lower class served as light-armed soldiers in the army 

or as marines and rowers in the fleet.301 The backbone 
of the hoplite phalanx was the middle class citizens, 
many of whom were farmers (Raaflaub [1997a] 53), 
but it must not be forgotten that numerous artisans and 
traders too had to do hoplite service.

The connection between the hoplite and the citizen 
was so close that in some poleis citizenship was 
restricted to those who served as hoplites in the army. 
In some of these poleis citizenship was even restricted 
to citizens of military age so that a citizen lost his 
political rights when, probably at the age of sixty, he 
had to leave the army. In other poleis, however, the 
veterans were allowed to retain their political rights.302 
In Aristotle’s Politics we are told that this type of con
stitution, though now rare, had been more common in 
the Archaic period and that it originally was consid
ered to be a kind of democracy ( 1297b24-5). Sparta - 
presumably described as a democracy in its only sur
viving constitutional document from ca. 7th century 
B.C.303 - seems to have been a polis of this type 
(Murray [1993] 159-80). It has often been suggested 
that the emergence of the hoplite phalanx - now dated 
to ca. 750 B.C. (Hanson [1991] 63-84) - was closely 
connected with the emergence of the polis, and that 
the development of mass fighting in close formation 
went hand in hand with the development of a political 
community ruled by a decision-making citizen body 
of hoplite farmers.304

In the classical democratic polis political rights 
were extended to all of citizen birth so that not only 
hoplites but also light-armed soldiers and rowers in 
the fleet became citizens in the political sense of the 
term. Also, by ca. 500 B.C. a clear-cut distinction 
between citizens and metics had developed, but 
middle class metics had to serve as hoplites in the 
phalanx side by side with the citizen soldiers.305 Thus, 
the identification of hoplites with citizens gradually 
lapsed. And a further dissociation of the military and 
the political aspect of the polis took place in the 
course of the Classical and Hellenistic periods when 
citizen armies were increasingly supplemented with 
or even replaced by mercenaries.306

(b) The Polis as a Religious Organisation. Since 
Fustel de Coulanges ([1864] 280-1 et passim) it has 
commonly been claimed that religion was the domi
nant aspect of community life. “The polis provided 
the central framework in which Greek religion oper
ated.” Conversely, “religion provided the framework 
and the symbolic focus of the polis. Religion was the 
very centre of the Greek polis.”301 In my opinion, this 
holistic view of the polis is skewed, and it is particu
larly the second proposition that I find misleading. 
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The opposition between the sacred and the secular is 
well attested in the sources and a clear distinction 
between sacred and public money is attested in 
inscriptions (Migeotte [1998]), e.g. in the 4th-3rd 
century bronze tablets from Epizephyrian Lokris, all 
recording money which the polis borrowed from the 
sanctuary of Zeus Olympios and repaid to the 
sanctuary (Costabile [1992] 113-4). To draw the line 
between the sacred and the secular was as easy — or, 
rather, as difficult - as it was in the Middle Ages and 
still is. There was and has always been an overlap.308 
Religion was indeed extremely important, but 
constituted one aspect of polis life only, and not 
necessarily the focal one, which was the polis as a 
community of politai.

Both as a political and as a military organisation the 
polis was a male society from which women were 
excluded.309 Female citizens possessed citizen status 
and transmitted citizen status to their children, but 
they did not possess citizenship themselves. They 
were astai, but not politai (see supra 154). Religion 
was different. Here women took part in the rites and 
cults both of their household and of the polis itself 
(Just [1989] 23). There were some cults from which 
women were excluded,310 but similarly there were 
others from which men were excluded, e.g. the Thes- 
mophoria?xx Most goddesses were served by priest
esses rather than by priests (Holderman [1985] 299- 
330). In religion women were insiders, they joined in 
the performance of many rituals, and even possessed 
an official status (Kearns [1996b] 1624-5).

Next, as one of four groups of polis officials Aris
totle lists priests and persons in charge of sanctuaries 
and sacred property (Arist. Pol. 1322b 18-22). But in 
larger poleis, e.g. Athens, the priests (hiereis) and 
priestesses (hiereiai) who performed the sacrifices 
and rituals were not technically polis officials (archai) 
(Hansen [1991] 63), and to have officials who were 
both priests and in charge of sanctuaries and sacred 
property was characteristic of small poleis only (Arist. 
Pol. 1322b22-5). In larger poleis the officials in 
charge of sanctuaries and cults were responsible for 
the administration of the sanctuaries, the temples and 
the valuables they contained, but not for the rites per
formed at the sanctuaries. Writing about what is com
monly called polis religion, Walter Burkert draws 
attention to “the missing professionals, the ‘charis
matic virtuosi’ as manteis (prophets) and kathartai 
(purifiers), life-long specialists prominent at every 
sacrifice, at every crisis and especially in the case of 
war. But they are marginalized in the polis, and not at 
all well organized” (Burkert [1992] 534). Finally, a 

sanctuary was sacrosanct and functioned as a place of 
refuge (Sinn [1993]). A person who escaped into a 
sanctuary or held on to an altar was protected against 
violence not only from his personal enemies, but also 
from officials. Even when the suppliant was a crim
inal, the authority of the polis stopped at the threshold 
of the temple. 312 But if the polis authorities violated 
the asylon, as sometimes happened, there was no one 
to punish them but the gods. These observations 
reveal two important aspects of Greek religion: on the 
one hand, polis religion was not necessarily the core 
of the polis. On the other hand, there was no institu
tionalised and organised religious sphere distinct from 
and, sometimes, opposed to the polis sphere. In the 
Greek world there was nothing like the Medieval 
opposition between two competing power organisa
tions: the Crown and the Church.

The essence of polis religion was prayers and 
animal sacrifice performed by priests at annual or 
monthly festivals organised by polis officials at public 
cost and attended by all members of the community 
(Zaidman & Schmitt-Pantel [1992] 102-11). The polis 
festivals were indeed the most spectacular aspect of 
Greek religion; but we must not forget that there were 
private cults as well, some performed by individuals, 
some by private organisations.313 It suffices here to 
mention an inscription from Halikarnassos in which a 
priestess is instructed to perform both private and 
public sacrifices, including a monthly sacrifice on 
behalf of the polis, for which she is paid one drachma 
by the polis/'4 In any sanctuary many of the sacrifices 
were made, and many of the votive offerings donated 
by individuals - both citizens and foreigners - and on 
their own initiative (Jost [1992] 262-80).

To conclude, polis religion was religion (a) used by 
the polis itself, or (b) organised by the polis, or (c) 
directly created by and related to the polis and its 
institutions. In fact, “polis religion” has conveniently 
been subsumed under those three headings.315 (re a) 
Every communal activity was accompanied by reli
gious acts; thus a meeting of the people’s assembly in 
Athens was opened with a sacrifice, a prayer and a 
curse.316 (re b) Both gods and heroes were worshipped 
publicly by the whole community in connection with 
the large festivals, which were organised by the polis 
and usually attended by all the polis' inhabitants (not 
just the citizens), (re c) As the polis developed, new 
cults were set up which were directly and specifically 
connected with the polis' political institutions: most 
poleis had a specific patron god or goddess;317 many 
of the polis' symbols were connected with its tutelary 
deity; and the annual festival for the patron deity was 
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one of the grandest. In the council house there was, 
typically, a cult for Zeus or Athena with the epithet 
Boulaios (-aia).318 Similarly, abstract political con
cepts were sometimes deified: in Athens the demo
cratic constitution was represented as a goddess, 
Demokratia, to whom the strategoi made annual sac
rifices.319 Homonoia, Concord, was another person
ified deity worshipped in many poleis, especially in 
the Hellenistic and Roman periods (Thériault [1996]). 
Deification of the polis itself, however, is not attested 
until the Hellenistic period when, e.g., the sculptor 
Eutychides created the cult image of Antiocheia in the 
shape of Tyche with a turret crown on her head and 
her right foot on the river god Orontes (Baity [1981] 
840-51). The closest we get to a cult of the polis as 
such is the public cult of Hestia, the goddess of the 
(public) hearth, placed in a building which in most 
poleis was called the prytaneion. The focus of the cult 
was a hearth with an eternal flame which was meant 
to symbolise the eternal life of the polis (Miller 
[1978]).

(d) The Polis as a Social and Educational Organi
sation.3-0 The traditional and still predominant picture 
of the ancient Greek polis is that it was a fusion of 
state and society and controlled all aspects of human 
life: law, religion, family, education, production, trade 
and every kind of social relations, so that our word 
“state” is only a one-sided and limited translation of 
polis.32' This view is a curious mixture of ideal and 
actuality: it fits mainly the ideal states described in 
Plato’s Republic and Laws and the last two books of 
Aristotle’s Politics. But those Utopias were expressly 
written to commend to the Greeks how a city-state 
ought to be governed, and with their sharp criticism of 
contemporary poleis Plato and Aristotle are united in 
showing what a long distance there is between Utopia 
and actuality.322 When we turn from philosophy to his
tory we have to admit that no statement can be made 
about the polis as such. Because of the nature of our 
sources it must be narrowed down to an examination 
of the two oversized poleis in classical Greece, viz. 
Athens and Sparta, and the result of such an examina
tion is that the two poleis are, in this respect, opposed.

There can be no doubt that the traditional view fits 
the Spartan polis. Sparta had public education, public 
regulation of marriage and family life, public restric
tions on production and trade, and an enforced system 
of commensality incumbent on all male citizens aged 
between 20 and 60.323 The Spartan political system 
was compared to the discipline in a camp (Pl. Lg. 
666Dff; Plut. Lycurg. 24.1). Its most prominent fea
ture was, allegedly, obedience to the magistrates and 

the laws (Xen. Lac. Pol. 8.1). Virtue was considered a 
public duty and its negligence in any matter was a 
punishable offence.324 The complete fusion of the 
Spartan state with Spartan society squares well with 
the fact that Sparta is almost the only existing polis 
that found favour in the eyes of the philosophers.325

The Athenian democrats took the opposite view: 
they found the Spartan way of life intolerable and 
incompatible with their own democratic values.326 
They distinguished a public sphere from a private 
sphere.327 The public sphere was identified with the 
polis sphere, and the polis sphere was, first of all, a 
political sphere. Yet, the polis did not regulate all mat
ters, but only a limited range of social activities, 
mostly connected with the political aspects of the 
community. Matters such as education, industry, agri
culture and trade were left to private enterprise 
(Hansen [1987] 118). To some extent they were, of 
course, regulated by law («omos'),328 just as they are in 
modern societies, but regulation by law was less 
restrictive than in most modern states. Furthermore, 
all these topics were not much debated in the ekklesia, 
and they are hardly ever dealt with in any of the many 
hundred preserved Athenian decrees (psephismata) 
(Hansen [1987] 108-18). As long as the citizens com
plied with the laws, they were allowed to do as they 
pleased.329 Also, the Athenians were regularly allow
ed to think and say what they liked about anything.330

(e) The Polis as an Economic Organisation. Con
ceived as a community of citizens the polis was only 
to a small extent an economic organisation. The right 
to own landed property was confined to citizens;331 yet 
- Sparta and perhaps some other poleis excepted - 
foreigners and slaves took part in trade and crafts side 
by side with citizens and often on the same footing.332 
To a large extent the polis involved itself in the eco
nomic life of the people only to collect taxes from 
them and to ensure that a citizen could get his daily 
bread at an affordable price; otherwise, trade and 
production were only tangential to the real matters 
with which the polis concerned itself and were not 
among the activities monopolised by the citizens. The 
adult male citizens isolated themselves from female 
citizens, foreigners and slaves whenever they sat in 
the Assembly, in the Council, or in the Courts; and for 
a non-citizen it was a punishable offence to participate 
in a political meeting. Yet every day, when the polit
ical meetings were over, citizen, metic and slave went 
off to work side by side as artisans, traders or farmers: 
in the economic sphere the stranger was part of the 
society, though in the political sphere he was not. In 
this respect there was a fundamental difference 
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between ancient Greece and, for example, the Italian 
city-states of the Middle Ages. In the latter the right to 
work at a craft or trade was a political right reserved to 
the citizens just as much as the right to participate in 
politics, and the political institutions were built 
directly upon the economic organization of the guilds 
and associations. Recent research has done nothing to 
undermine what Max Weber asserted in 1921 : the citi
zen of an ancient city-state was homo politicus, 
whereas the citizen of a medieval city-state was homo 
economicus ([1920/1972] 805-6).

To conclude: the sweeping statement that the 
ancient Greek polis was a fusion of state and society 
is, in any case, a false generalisation. It is true for 
Sparta, but false for Athens. Again Sparta seems, in 
the Classical period at least, to have been the excep
tion and Athens much closer to what we can expect to 
have been the case in other poleis, at least in demo
cratically governed poleis (Hansen in CPCActs 5 
[1998] 98-106). The presumption is, however, that 
Sparta and poleis organised like Sparta, though excep
tional, were poleis to the same degree as Athens and 
poleis organised like Athens. Thus, whether a given 
polis was a fusion of state and society or separated 
state from society is irrelevant for its status as a polis, 
but is, of course, relevant for the modern historian’s 
discussion of whether it was a state or, to be more pre
cise, a state in the modern liberal-democratic sense.

The Relation between Poleis
I have repeatedly emphasised the perpetual and 
intense interaction between all the poleis caused by 
migrations, trade, and social activities; but it still 
remains to treat the political relations between poleis 
both in times of war and in times of peace.

Diplomatic relations between poleis were not main
tained by permanent ambassadors but by envoys 
(presbeis) sent, whenever needed, to negotiate, e.g., a 
truce or the terms of peace or an alliance or the settle
ment of a dispute (Adcock & Mosley [1975]). The 
pan-Hellenic festivals were announced in the poleis 
by other envoys (theoroi) who had to admonish all the 
participating poleis to respect the sacred truce during 
the festival (Perlman in CPCActs 2 [1995] 113-64). In 
addition to the sending out of envoys, a whole net
work of personal relations between prominent persons 
in the various poleis was developed through institu
tionalised guest-friendship (xenia, Herman [1987]), 
later connected with the political structure through the 
institution called proxenicr. the city of Eretria, for 
example, would pass a decree whereby a citizen of 

Taras became the proxenos (host and protector) of any 
Eretrian citizen who happened to visit Taras.333

War between poleis was endemic; during the 
Archaic, Classical and Hellenistic periods wars were 
constantly fought between poleis and alliances of 
poleis, and for each and every polis war was the norm 
and peace the exception (de Romilly [1968] 207-20). 
Longer periods of peace were only experienced under 
the Roman principate. During the first three centuries 
A.D. the Hellenic poleis, except some near the fron
tiers, enjoyed the Pax Romana, and accordingly could 
afford to neglect their walls and defences (Jones 
[1940] 236, 256).

Many wars were fought between neighbouring 
poleis, e.g., the arch-enemies Sparta and Argos, others 
between alliances of poleis, e.g. the Peloponnesian 
War (431-404) between the Delian League led by 
Athens and the Peloponnesian League led by Sparta. 
The constant wars resulted sometimes in the destruc
tion and annihilation of poleis (see page 150 supra), 
sometimes in their subjugation, in which case a con
quered polis could be deprived of its self-government 
and reduced to being a civic subdivision of the con
quering polis\ thus Mycenae, Tiryns, Omeai, Midea 
and Hysiai were all conquered by Argos in the period 
468-416 B.C. and transformed from poleis into 
komai.™ But often the conquered city-states were 
allowed to retain their status of poleis and became 
dependencies (poleis hypekooi) instead of mere 
municipalities. All the perioikic cities of Lakedaimon 
are one example (Shipley in CPCActs 4 [1997]), and 
another is the Persian conquest under Kyros the Great 
(558-530) of the Greek poleis along the coast of Asia 
Minor.

The wars also resulted in alliances being made 
between poleis. The Corinthian War (395-386) was 
triggered off by an alliance between Athens, Thebes, 
Argos and Corinth against Sparta.335 Larger and more 
permanent alliances took the form of leagues with 
separate institutions set up for the purpose of organ
ising and financing the league’s armed forces and 
campaigns. The most famous are undoubtedly the 
Peloponnesian League (ca. 550-366 B.C.)336 and the 
Delian League (478-404 B.C.).337 Both leagues were 
increasingly dominated by the hegemonic polis, 
Sparta and Athens respectively, and both changed 
their character from being originally alliances of inde
pendent poleis to becoming almost small “empires” 
(archai) whose members were reduced by Athens and 
Sparta to the status of dependent poleis without 
autonomía. One further step towards larger political 
units than the polis was the creation of federations of 
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poleis, usually formed by the unification of all poleis 
in a region. The oldest known federal state is the East 
Lokrian, and from the fourth century onwards about a 
third of all poleis in Hellas were members of a federa
tion.338

So both the subjugation of poleis and the formation 
of leagues and alliances entailed that more and more 
poleis became dependencies and, in the Hellenistic 
period, almost every polis was a dependency.339 How
ever, dependent poleis existed in many different 
shapes and sizes. The most common types were (a) 
small poleis subdued by a larger neighbouring polis, 
(b) colonies still dependent on their metropolis, (c) the 
poleis along the coast of Asia Minor when under Per
sian rule, (d) members of a regional federation, (e) 
members of the Delian and Peloponnesian Leagues in 
their developed and imperialistic form, (f) all the 
poleis in the Hellenistic monarchies and under Roman 
rule which had had their status of polis confirmed by 
royal rescript or imperial decree and thereby had 
retained their self-government.340

To conclude: from beginning to end the poleis did 
not form a network of independent peer polities,341 but 
a complicated hierarchy of self-governing commu
nities with other types of permanent political commu
nities both above and below polis level: above the 
polis were, first of all, the federations each normally 
embracing all the poleis within a region (e.g. Boiotia, 
Phokis). Below the polis was a network of civic sub
divisions: phylai (tribes), demoi and komai (munici
palities), phratriai and gene (brotherhoods and clans, 
originally kinship groups but later just artificial sub
divisions of the body politic).342

One illustration of this hierarchy is the Boiotian 
federation which, above polis level, had a set of fed
eral institutions, meticulously described in a historical 
work of the early fourth century B.C. (Hell. Oxy. 19, 
Chambers).343 The only truly independent polis was 
Thebes which, in addition to being the leading 
member of the federation (Thue. 4.91.1; Hell. Oxy. 
19.3), preserved its capacity to enter into relations 
with other poleis (Staatsverträge nos. 273, 277, 283, 
345). Beneath Thebes were a number of poleis, e.g. 
Thespiai, which, being member states of the federa
tion, provided magistrates and councillors to the fed
eral government and contingents to the federal army 
(Hell. Oxy. 19.3-4). Beneath these poleis were a 
number of small poleis, each depending on one of the 
larger poleis and with its own territory inside the terri
tory of the larger polis but without any representation 
in the federal government; thus, Chorsiai (SEG 24 
361), Siphai (Thue. 4.76.1), Eutresis and Thisbai 

(Hell. Oxy. 19.3) were poleis depending on Thespiai. 
Finally, in the hinterland of Thespiai there were sev
eral second-order settlements of which at least one, 
viz. Askra, was a kome (Hes. Op. 639-40 & 222; Arist. 
fr. 580, Gigon).

The federal institutions were in charge of foreign 
policy, defence and coinage,344 and included a federal 
court (Larsen [1955] 38). In the Chalkidic federation 
we hear also about the right of a citizen from one polis 
to marry a woman of citizen status from another polis, 
and to own landed property in other member poleis.345 
A further development was a genuine federal citizen
ship so that each polites was a citizen of his polis as 
well as of the federation as such.346

Conclusion
The Hellenic city-state culture consisted of some 
1,500 poleis, half of them situated in Hellas itself, 
whereas the other half were emigré communities. 
Most poleis in Hellas had grown spontaneously, but 
several were founded by synoikism. The colonies 
were founded by emigration from Hellas or from 
other colonies.

Each polis was a small self-governing (but not nec
essarily autonomos or independent) community of 
citizens (poli tai) who alongside free foreigners and 
slaves inhabited and controlled a territory consisting 
of a fortified urban centre (also called polis) and its 
hinterland (called chora or ge).

Citizenship was hereditary in the male line, and citi
zens were discernible from non-citizens by having a 
city-ethnic and/or a sub-ethnic as the last part of their 
full name. The name of the polis was the city-ethnic in 
the plural. In oligarchies the citizen body was subdi
vided into the body politic (politeuma) consisting of 
those who fulfilled a census requirement and monopo
lised the positions of power, as against citizens by 
birth only who, however, in many cases would be 
admitted to the popular assembly and have access to 
minor offices.

The polis was both a political, a military, a religious 
and an economic community. In the political sphere 
citizens were strictly isolated from foreigners and 
slaves and united in political decision-making (in
volving a general assembly and a boule meeting in a 
bouleuterion), and in the administration of the com
munity (involving elected officials [archai] and law- 
courts [dikasteria]). The form of government was 
either democratic, oligarchical or monarchical. In 
most democracies participation in the political institu
tions was open to all male citizens; in oligarchies it 
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was restricted by a census requirement, and in tyran
nies the political institutions were maintained but their 
powers were reduced to little more than a formality by 
the concentration of power in the hands of the ruler.

The polis was not only a political community. It 
was also the nucleated centre of a political commu
nity. Every polis was centred on a town (polis') and, 
conversely, every town called polis was the political 
centre of a polis state. The sources show that Weber’s 
ideal type of city does fit even small poleis'. many 
poleis were so big that it was impossible for all inhab
itants to know one another, whereas in most cases the 
number of adult male full citizens was small enough 
to allow the polis (in the political sense) to be a face- 
to-face society. A considerable number of townsmen 
were farmers who had their home in the city but their 
fields in the hinterland (Ackerbürger). The town was 
enclosed by a defence circuit and centred on an agora 
in which the inhabitants supplied themselves with a 
substantial part of the necessaries of life, often pro
duced in the hinterland but sometimes imported from 
abroad.

For further clarification I shall comment on some of 
the key words used above.

Small - The essential factor determining the size of 
a polis was the number of citizens. Ideally a polis 
ought to be so small that all adult male full citizens 
(but not all inhabitants) would know one another. A 
polis with 1-2,000 citizens was considered to be a 
small polis, whereas a myriandros polis (a polis with 
10,000 full citizens) was the model of a large polis?*1

Territory - Whereas a territory is an essential ele
ment in the modem concept of state, it was a less 
important aspect of the ancient polis than the people 
(hoi politai)?*9, but the frequent use of exile as a 
penalty is enough to show that every polis had a terri
tory, sometimes marked with horoi (boundary stones). 
The concept of a polis consisting of citizens not 
possessing a territory, the polis ohne Territorium, is 
basically misleading.349 For most poleis the territory 
was no larger than the immediate hinterland of the 
polis town. Many poleis had a territory of 25 km2 or 
less, very few had one of over 500 km2.

Self-governing - The self-government of a polis 
must be contrasted with the activities and powers 
exercised by civic subdivisions such as a phyle (tribe), 
a kome (village), or a demos (municipality): like a 
polis (dependent or independent) a civic subdivision 
could have its own sanctuaries, with temples and a 
theatre, its own cults and its own festivals. It had its 
own assembly, in which both laws (nomoi) and 
decrees (psephismata) could be passed and taxes and 

liturgies imposed; there were separate local magis
trates and a local court. But, in contradistinction to a 
polis (dependent or independent), a civic subdivision 
had no prytaneion, no bouleuterion and no boule, its 
members were citizens of the polis of which the sub
division was a part, and were not citizens of the civic 
subdivision as such; a local assembly had no right to 
pass citizenship decrees and proxeny decrees; and a 
local court could impose fines but was not empowered 
to pass a sentence of death or exile. A civic subdivi
sion did not have its own coins, and it had no right to 
send out envoys or to enter into relations with foreign 
states. The members of a civic subdivision could form 
a unit of the army of the polis, but would not operate 
as a separate army.350

Autonomos - The concept of polis must be dissoci
ated from the concept of independence, sc. autonomía. 
In the Archaic and Classical periods hundreds of 
poleis were dependencies (poleis hypekooi) without 
autonomía. The close ideological connection between 
the concepts of polis and autonomía became promi
nent with the King’s Peace of 386, and gained ground 
in the following period in which autonomia lost its 
affinity with independence and became increasingly 
compatible with dependent status. The history of the 
autonomos polis does not end with the battle of 
Chaironeia in 338, that is where it begins; and during 
the Hellenistic period autonomia (in the restricted 
sense of self-government) became an essential, per
haps even indispensable feature of the polish

Independent!dependent - The concept of the de
pendent polis comprises a whole range of different 
categories.352 In this context it suffices to mention a 
few of the more important types, (a) All the perioikic 
communities in Lakedaimon and Messenia were de
pendent poleis from the 7th century until the Spartan 
defeats in the 4th century.353 (b) All the poleis along 
the coast of Asia Minor were dependencies ruled by 
the king of Persia from ca. 540 to 470 B.C. and again 
from 386 to 334 B.C.354 (c) At the outbreak of The 
Peloponnesian War in 431 B.C. all the members of the 
Delian League had been reduced to dependent status 
(poleis hypekooi) except Lesbos and Chios.355 (d) 
poleis usually lost their autonomia when they became 
members of a confederarcy and, conversely, we are 
told that Orchomenos regained its autonomia in 395 
when it broke away from the Boiotian Federation.356

Population - The population of a polis was divided 
into three clearly differentiated groups: citizens, for
eigners, and slaves.357 The division shows that the 
polis was a society based on “orders” rather than 
“classes”, for the tripartition was by legal status, i.e. 
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was based on privileges, or otherwise protected by 
law.358 Membership of a group was typically inherited, 
and the groups were ordered hierarchically, in that by 
means of a constitutive act in due form a slave could 
become a free foreigner (by manumission) or a for
eigner a citizen (by a citizenship decree), while, on the 
other hand, a citizen could be penalised with loss of 
privilege (atimia) by which he forfeited all his rights 
and was virtually thrust out of the community, and a 
foreigner could, for certain offences, be punished by 
being sold as a slave. The citizens were the privileged 
order, which by law had the monopoly of landed prop
erty and political power; the foreigners were the 
underprivileged order of free people often making a 
living by crafts, trade and services; the slaves were the 
unprivileged order, whose only right protected by law 
was that they could not be killed with impunity (and 
the purpose of that regulation was undoubtedly to pro
tect the master’s property rather than the slave’s life).

Community of citizens - As a political and military 
community the polis was an exclusive male society. 
Foreigners and slaves lived in the polis without being 
members of the polis. Foreigners were excluded from 
the political assemblies, but in the army they fought 
alongside the citizens, and so did - sometimes - the 
slaves.359 In the religious sphere female citizens were 
active alongside the men, and most goddesses were 
served by priestesses. Both foreigners and slaves were 
admitted to many of the common cults and festivals. 
A cult which seems to be characteristic of the polis in 
contradistinction to other forms of community was 
that of Hestia in a prytaneion in which an eternal 
flame symbolised the life of the polis. On the other 
hand, when the polis is viewed as an economic associ
ation, the focus was on the urban aspects of the con
cept; female citizens, foreigners and slaves were again 
treated as insiders rather than outsiders, and the unit 
was the oikia rather than the polites (the adult male 
citizen).

The full citizens (in oligarchies those who pass the 
census requirement) were, ideally, equals, and united 
in decision-making, in defence and in celebration of 
the polis pantheon. In reality, however, the polis was, 
essentially, a divided society: not only was it based on 
the fundamental distinction between citizens and non
citizens; many poleis were also marred by constant 
conflicts between opposing groups within the citizen 
body: in democracies between rich and poor full citi
zens, in oligarchies between the wealthy full citizens 
who had monopolised political powers and the poor 
who were citizens by birth only. These conflicts often 
resulted in civil war (stasis). Stasis was as endemic in 

the Greek polis as war between poleis, and both the 
poor and the wealthy citizens were often prepared to 
co-operate with their equals in other poleis and sacri
fice the independence of their own polis in order to 
get the upper hand of the opposing group (Gehrke 
[1985] 359).

Notes
1. Conventions. (1) References to ancient authors follow the 

abbreviations of Oxford Classical Dictionary (OCD3) (3rd 
edn. Oxford 1996). For references to Jacoby’s Fragmente der 
griechischen Historiker (Leiden 1954-64) I print e.g. Ephoros 
(FGrHist 70) fr. 39. (2) References to inscriptions follow the 
latest standard editions, conventions being the ones of Suppie
mentum Epigraphicum Graecum (SEG) Index 36-45 (Ams
terdam 1999) 677-88. (3) Citations of modem works follow 
the abbreviations of American Journal of Archaeology 95 
(1991) 1-16. (4) References to The Polis Centre’s two series 
are as follows: CPC Acts 1-6 = Acts of the Copenhagen Polis 
Centre. Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab, His- 
torisk-filosofiske Meddelelser 67 (1993), 72 (1995), 74 
(1996), 75 (1997), 76 (1998), 78 (1999). CPCPapers 1-5 = 
Papers from The Copenhagen Polis Centre. Historia 
Einzelschriften 87 (1994), 95 (1995), 108 (1996), 117 (1997), 
138 (2000). Thus, CPC Acts 1 (1993) = M.H. Hansen (ed.), 
The Ancient Greek City-State', CPCActs 2 (1995) = M.H. 
Hansen (ed.), Sources for the Ancient Greek City-State', 
CPCActs 3 (1996) = M.H. Hansen (ed.), Introduction to an 
Inventory of Poleis', CPCActs 4 (1997) = M.H. Hansen (ed.), 
The Polis as an Urban Centre and as a Political Community', 
CPCActs 5 (1998) = M.H. Hansen, Polis and City-State. An 
Ancient Concept and Its Modem Equivalent; CPCActs 6 
(1999) = Th. Heine Nielsen & J. Roy (eds.), Defining Ancient 
Arkadia; CPCPapers 1 (1994) = D. Whitehead (ed.), From 
Political Architecture to Stephanus Byzantius; CPCPapers 2 
(1995) = M.H. Hansen and K. Raaflaub (eds.), Studies in the 
Ancient Greek Polis', CPCPapers 3 (1996) = M.H.Hansen and 
K. Raaflaub (eds.), More Studies in the Ancient Greek Polis; 
CPCPapers 4 (1997) = Th. Heine Nielsen (ed.), Yet More 
Studies in the Ancient Greek Polis. CPCPapers 5 (2000) = P. 
Flensted-Jensen, Further Studies in the Ancient Greek Polis.

In the notes dates B.C. are abbreviated C6, C5, C4, = 6th, 
5th, 4th Century B.C.; e = early; f = first half; s = second half; 
1 = late.

2. For valuable observations and comments I would like to thank 
Dr. Oswyn Murray, Prof. Robert Parker and Prof. Dr. Michael 
Wörrle.

3. Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 17-34. Poleis is the plural form 
of polis, see infra pp. 152-3.

4. Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994) 14.
5. The only investigation is Ruschenbusch (1985). Ruschen- 

busch’s own estimate is ca. 750, but, taking polis to be an inde
pendent community, he excludes, e.g., all the perioikic poleis 
in Lakedaimon, Messenia and Elis. For perioikos see infra n. 
18. Also, of the poleis in Asia Minor he includes only those 
recorded in the Athenian Tribute Lists, although there was a 
considerable number of especially inland Greek poleis which 
never joined the Delian League.



174 Mogens Herman Hansen

6. The Greek word is apoikia for which “emigrant community” 
would be a better rendering than “colony”. But the traditional 
rendering “colony” is acceptable if only we avoid all compar
isons with the Roman colonia, and use “colony” in its modem 
sense of “a country or an area settled and controlled by people 
from another country, sometimes by force” (Oxford Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary of Current English [1995] s.v.).

7. Graham (1982) 160-2 lists 139 colonies founded between ca. 
800 and 500 B.C. But he does not claim that his list is exhaus
tive. Tscherikower (1927) lists 298 Greek cities founded in the 
Hellenistic period. There is no survey of the much smaller 
number of Greek colonies founded in the Classical period. For 
the Hellenistic settlements in Europe, the islands and Asia 
Minor, see now Cohen (1995).

8. A Hellenistic city on the bank of the Oxos river excavated by 
the French Archaeological Mission. Its Greek name is un
known and the identification with Alexandria Oxiana has been 
rejected by Fraser (1996) 154-6.

9. Flensted-Jensen & Hansen in CPCPapers 3 (1996) 143.
10. Hdt. 3.139.1; Thue. 7.80.2; Xen. Anab. 1A29-, PI. Cri. 53A.
11. E.g. Pl. Phd. 109B quoted infra page 2; Hdt. 8.144.2 discussed 

infra page 2.
12. Hekataios (FGrHist 1) fr. 146 refers to Therme as a polis of 

Hellenic Thracians, opposed to Chalastre, a polis of Thracians. 
So the distinction between Hellenic and non-Hellenic poleis 
can be traced back to Hekataios, but note that Hekataios does 
not explicitly describe the non-Hellenic poleis as “barbarian”, 
see infra n. 23.

13. This feature alone is enough to show that Pseudo-Skylax’s 
treatise is not a periplous (a navigation manual) in the tech
nical sense, but a geographical treatise composed like a 
periplous, because that was the most practical way of pre
senting a survey of poleis.

14. Flensted-Jensen & Hansen in CPCPapers 3 (1996) 143-6.
15. The two big waves are (a) the foundation of poleis in the 

Mediterranean and Pontic, ca. 750-500 B.C.; (b) the founda
tion of colonies in the former Persian empire, 331 -ca. 200 B.C, 
see supra n. 7.

16. Thus Syracuse, founded in 733 B.C. by the Corinthians was 
itself the metropolis of three other Sicilian colonies: Akrai 
(founded 663 B.C.), Kasmenai (founded 643 B.C.) and Kama- 
rina (founded 598 B.C.) (Thue. 6.5.2-3), cf. Di Vita (1956) 
177-205.

17. Graham (1964) 71-217. On colonies dependent on their 
metropolis, see infra page 148 (4).

18. A (free) foreigner is in Greek a xenos; in some poleis, e.g. 
Athens, resident and long term free foreigners are called 
metoikoi (metics); in other poleis, e.g. Sparta, the term is peri- 
oikos, in Kos it is paroikos. According to Aristotle (Pol. 
1326al8-20; 1275a7-12) every polis had a sizable contingent 
of metoikoi and xenoi. See Gauthier (1988) 23-46.

19. Parke (1933); Bettalli (1995); McKechnie (1989) 79-100; 
Griffith (1934).

20. For many years the prevailing view, advocated especially by 
Moses Finley, was that trade and especially long distance trade 
was fairly insignificant in the Greek world. This “primi
tivistic” orthodoxy was still endorsed by Hopkins (1983) x- 
xiv, and critically summarised by Perkins (1997) 1-15. As she 
demonstrates, the tide has turned and the importance of long
distance seaborne commerce is, once again, emphasised. See, 
e.g., Cartledge (1996) 1535-7; Gamsey (1999) 29-33. For a 
harbinger, see Isager & Hansen (1975) 50-2.

21. F. Delphes II page 84; Revue de philologie, de littérature et 
d’histoire anciennes 44 (1920) 274, see Poulsen (1924) 43.

22. Finley (1981b) 7-8. The figure is probably based on the fact 
that the fourth-century B.C. stadion had a seating capacity of 
ca. 45,000, see Yalouris (1995) 15.

23. Barbarian-speaking Kari ans are referred to as early as Homer 
(barbarophonoi, ll. 2.867), but the distinction between Hel
lenes and barbarians became a prominent feature of Greek cul
ture only after the Persian Wars, see Thue. 1.6.6; Eur. Iph. Aul. 
1400 quoted by Aristotle at Pol. 1252b8-9: “it is proper that 
Greeks rule barbarians”, cf. Isoc. 5.124. Plat. Pol. 262D: the 
population of the world subdivided into Hellenes and barbaroi, 
cf. Pl. Menexenos 245D. See Hall (1989); Cartledge (1993) 
36-62.

24. Explicitly claimed by Herodotos in connection with Miletos 
(Hdt. 1.146.2-3); the prevalence of Italic dress ornaments in 
the earliest colonial graves of Pithekoussai strongly suggests 
mixed marriages, see Coldstream (1993) 89-107. Graham 
(1980-1) 293-314, however, argues that mixed marriages were 
exceptional and that in most cases the Greek male colonists 
must have been accompanied by Greek women.

25. Momigliano (1977) 12-14. One exception is Timesitheos of 
Trapezous who knew the language of the Mossynoikeans and 
was the interpreter used by Xenophon in 400 B.C., Anab. 
5.4.2-4. According to Arrian Anab. 6.30.3 Peukestas was the 
only Macedonian general and governor who cared to learn 
Persian.

26. One example is found in Strabo, who at 6.1.2 claims that 
Magna Graecia had become completely barbarised, except 
Taras, Rhegion and Neapolis. See also Hdt. 4.108.2 about the 
Gelonoi in Skythia and Arr. Anab. 1.26.4 about the Pam- 
phylians in Side.

27. Hall (1997) 40-51; Fowler (1998) 9-14.
28. Hippoc. Aer. 23-4; Pl. Resp. 435E; Arist. Pol. 1327b 18-32.
29. Hainsworth (1968) 62-76; Morpurgo Davies (1987) 7-28; Hall 

(1997) 153-81.
30. Hdt. 1.58.1; Thue. 1.3.4; Xanthos (FGrHist 765) fr. 16; Posei- 

dippus fr. 30.3, PCG.
31. The army is addressed by, e.g, an Arkadian (6.1.30), a 

Lakedaimonian (3.2.1) and, apparently, a Lydian who speaks 
the Boiotian dialect (3.1.26). For interpreters see, e.g., Anab. 
1.2.17; 5.4.4-5.

32. Pl. Apol. 17D as interpreted by Morpurgo Davies (1987) 12.
33. Palmer (1980) 174-93. See, however, Ste Croix (1981) 16: 

“the great majority of the peasants of the East Greek and even 
some of the townsmen habitually spoke not Greek but the old 
native tongues” with the reference to Act. Apost. 14.11.

34. Schachter (2000); Kearns (1996a) 1300.
35. Sansone (1988) 6. For a more cautious and balanced statement 

of this view, see Pleket ( 1996) 508. The difference between the 
Greeks and the others is vindicated by Golden (1998) 28-33.

36. Robert (1967) 14-32; Hansen in CPC Acts 3 (1996a) 65 n. 50.
37. Glotz (1928) 34; Giovannini (1971) 87; von Liibtow (1972) 

108; Mossé & Schnapp-Gourbeillon (1990) 119; Cartledge 
(1993)4.

38. Barbarian poleis in Herodotos (e.g. Pteria in Kappadokia 
1.76.2); Thucydides (e.g. Etruscan poleis 6.88.6); Xenophon 
(e.g. poleis in Phrygia Hell. 4.1.1); Ps.-Skylax (e.g. eight Liby- 
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see infra note 120.
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39. KN As 1517,12, cf. Thumb & Scherer (1959) 335 §337 13a; 
Morpurgo Davies (1963) 262.

40. Frisk (1970) 576-7; Monier-Williams (1899) 635: “púr, f. a 
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Strunk (1970) 2.
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‘state’.” In Sanskrit púr certainly developed the meaning 
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meaning.
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of a hill, is better than stupid Ninive”; Thue. 2.15.6, see 
Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 35.

43. Snodgrass (1991) 8; Novicki (1992) 53-76.
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(1981) 32-5 and van Effenterre (1985) 27-8 et passim.
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(1985) in CR 36(1986) 263-5.
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1.81, 650-600 in Koerner (1993) no. 90.
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9, ca. 624 B.C.) and in a law from Gortyn (I.Cret. 4.13, 
Nomima 1.1, late 7th. cent. B.C.).

50. Finley (1956) 35; Austin & Vidal-Naquet (1977) 40.
51. Murray (1993) 63; Morris (1986) 100-4; Raaflaub in CPC Acts

1 (1993) 46-59; and (1997b) 624-48.
52. Lord ( 1962) 188-93; Bennet ( 1997) 513
53. It is striking that, emphasising the Iron Age aspects of the 
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Wace(1962) 489-97.

54. //. 6.242ff (palace of Priam); Od. 1.365 (palace of Odysseus); 
Od. 3.387ff (palace of Nestor); Od. 4.20ff (palace of Mene- 
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55. II. 1.39; 5.446; 7.83 (temple of Apollo in Troy); II. 6.297-300 
(temple of Athena in Troy); Od. 6.10 (temples of the gods in 
Scheria).

56. Wace (1962) 490; Pöhlmann (1992) 191-2. Both the Myce
naean remains and the Homeric “Halls” (domata) are so mag
nificent that the traditional designation of them as “palaces” 
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purely imagined character of the Homeric king’s house, see 
Dalby (1995) 273-8. For an attempt to reconcile the Homeric 
“palaces” with remains of Iron Age residences, see Ainian 
(1997) 363-8.

57. Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in CPC Papers 1 (1994) 25-30.
58. For some “primitive temples” antedating 700 B.C., see 

Lawrence (1996) 61-5.
59. Judiciously emphasised by Scully (1990) 2-3.
60. Greenhalgh (1973) 7-18; Ducrey (1986) 38-41.
61. Hope Simpson & Lazenby (1970) 153-71.
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between Nestor’s realm as described in //. 2.591-602 and the 
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Englianos, discussed by Hope Simpson & Lazenby (1970) 
155-6.
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(1997)403.

65. Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994) 30, 35-6, 
42-4, 75, 81. It is still debated whether the large apsidal 
peripteral building excavated in Lefkandi (ca. 1000 B.C.) was a 
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66. Malkin (1987) 12 followed by Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994) 
15-6.

67. Reasonably reliable foundation dates of many of the western 
colonies, not always matching the foundation dates reported 
by Thucydides at 6.2-6, are now established by archaeological 
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argument, i.e. that archaeologists base the chronology of 
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whereas historians argue that Thucydides’ dates are corrobo
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68. Fischer-Hansen in CPCActs 3 (1996) 334-51.
69. Graham (1964) 7, 220, followed by Osborne (1998) 251-69.
70. Morgan & Hall in CPCActs 3 (1996) 164-232.
71. Cf., e.g., Thomas (1981) 40; Bengtson (1977) 286, 295; Green 
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72. Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 205 with n. 32.
73. Gauthier (1993) and Millar in CPCActs 1 (1993) 211-31 and 

232-60; Davies (1984) 304-20; Gruen (1993) 339-54; Ward- 
Perkins ( 1998) 371 -410.

74. Hansen in CPCPapers 2 (1995c) 36-8.
75. Hansen in CPCActs 1 (1993) 21.
76. E.g. OGIS 229.9-16. Davies (1984) 306; Gauthier in CPCActs

1 (1993) 217-25; Quass (1979) 37-52.
77. Ward-Perkins (1998) 371-82; Jones (1964) 712-66.
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363.10-4).

79. Lib. Or. 11.266; see Saradi-Mendelovici (1988) 374-401.
80. Procop. Aed. 6.6.8-16, see s.v. Brachodes akra in RE 3.1 

(1899) 806.
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in the Byzantine period, see Haldon (1999) 1, 11-4.
82. Kadmos as the founder of the Theban polis: Pherekydes 

(FGrHist 3) fr. 4Id; Paus. 9.5.2. Gantz (1993) 467-73; 
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Athenian polis: Thue. 2.15.1-2.

83. Leschhorn (1984); for Asia Minor, see Scheer (1993).
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(1996a) 12-13 and 55-62, nos. 15, 16, 23, 34, 40, 4L - A theo- 
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during their stay in the polis. — Promanteia is the privilege of 
consulting the oracle before others.

85. The Peace of Nikias of 421 B.C. includes one clause (Thue. 
5.18.6) which amounts to the re-establishment of three poleis, 
but neither this treaty nor any other known treaty of the 
Archaic and Classical periods prescribes the creation of a new 
polis.

86. By royal rescript issued by Eumenes 11 of Pergamon (197-59 
B.C.) Toriaion was made a polis and granted the right to have 
its own constitution (politeia) and laws (nomoi) and a gymna
sion, EA 29 (1997) 1-29. Pallantion was made a polis by 
Antoninus Pius: Hansen in CPCPapers 2 (1995d) 71 note 103. 
Paus. 8.43.1. See also Schuler ( 1998) 25.

87. Under Julianus (361-3 A.D.) Kaisareia in Kappadokia was 
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88. Aitolia: Funke in CPC Acts 4 (1997) 145-88; Akamania: 
Gehrke (1994/5) 41-8; Epeiros: Dakaris (1972).

89. Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 5, Chamoux (1953) 69-127.
90. Demand (1990) 83-5; (Thebes), 118-8 (Megalopolis).
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92. E.g. Megalopolis founded in 368 (Diod. 15.72.4; 15.94.1-3; 
Paus. 8.27.1-8). On synoikism, see Moggi (1976).

93. Thue. 3.92-3, Homblower ( 1991 ) 501 -8.
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B.C. is archaeologically attested, see Talbert (1974) 146-7.

95. Kallisthenes (FGrHist 124) fr. 25. Hornblower (1982) 78-105.
96. For a detailed account with source references, see Hansen in 

CPCPapers 4 (1997c) 29-37.
97. In ca. 370 B.C. the Kassopians are referred to as a tribe settled 
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list of theorodokoi of 360 B.C. Kassope is listed as a city (1G 
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98. Thessalonike: Strabo 7 fr. 21; Demetrias: Plut. Demetrios 53.7.
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e.g. the politeia of the Aitolians (fr. 476, Gigon), the Akama- 
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the abortive plan, suggested by Thales in ca. 545 B.C., to unite 
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centre at Teos (Hdt. 1.170.3).

100. Larsen (1968); Beck (1997).
101. Arist. Pol. 1261a29 with Hansen in CPC Acts 6 (1999a).
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also Lévy (1990) 53-67; Sakellariou (1989).
103. Arist. Pol. 1276al7-27; Pl. Def. 415C; Kleanthes in Stob. 

Flor. 2.7; Etym. Magn. 680.1-4, see Hansen in CPC Acts 5 
(1998) 17-20.
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(Thue. 7.77.7).
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munity: Arist. Pol. 1274b41; 1276b 1-3.

106. la: Thue. 2.15.6; lb: Dem. 18.215-6; lc: Din. 1.77; 2a: Arist.
Pol. 1274b41; 2b: SEG 43 310.1-4; 2c: Pl. Resp. 371B. See 
Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 20-5.

107. IG XII 1 677.13-9. Hansen in CPC Acts 3 (1996a) 34-6.
108. Plut. Pelop. 18.1; Paus. 1.26.6.
109. Sc. in Herodotos and (of course) in Aeneas Tacticus and Ps.- 

Skylax. See Hansen in CPCPapers 5 (2000) 178-9.
110. Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 31, 54 with note 239.
111. Compare Xen. Hell. 2.3.35 with Lys. 24.22-3 and Pl. Cri. 50C. 

See Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 56-73.
112. Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 36-42. For the view that “state” 

is a defensible and even recommendable rendering of polis in 
senses (2a-c), see CPC Acts 5 (1998) 114-23.

113. For polis used as a generic term or heading, see Hansen in 
CPCPapers A (1997b).
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same sense as chora, cf. e.g. Thue. 2.71.2 and 72.3.

115. Osborne (1987) 9 (quoting Louis Robert); Snodgrass (1990) 
113. Wallace-Hadrill (1991) xv.

116. (a): Arist. Pol. 1303b7-10; (b): Pl. Lg. 745B; (c): Aen. Tact. 
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and in translation by Hansen in CPC Acts 4 (1997a) 17-20.
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see e.g. Arist. Pol. 1327a32.

119. See. e.g. Magna Carta section 8: “That common pleas shall 
not follow the court of the lord king, but shall be assigned in 
some fixed place” and The Laud Chronicle ( 1104): In this year 
[ 1103] at Christmas the king held his court at Westminster, and 
at Easter at Winchester, and at Whitsun again at Westminster.

120. Polis in the sense of territory: ICret IV 144,9 (Gortyn); Xen. 
Hell. 5.4.49, Hansen in CPC Acts 3 (1996a) 36-8 and CPC Acts 
5 (1998) 22, 26, 31-32, 53-6; polis in the sense of country or 
region: Krateros (FGrHist 342) fr. 18 (Egypt); Eur. Ion 294 
(cf. Harp. s.v. Keioi) (Euboia), Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 
124-32; polis in the sense of city-state passim, Hansen in 
CPCPapers 5 (2000) 173-215. Polis in the sense of federation 
(Arist. fr. 498, Rose), large monarchy (Diod. 7.16) or empire 
(Aesch. Pers. 511-2), Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 124-32.

121. Thue. 2.9.1-2; IG II2 43, Hansen in CPCPapers 4 (1997b) 9- 
15. As against some ten thousand attestations in Archaic and 
Classical sources of polis denoting a city and/or a city-state, 
there are about a score of occurrences of polis used about 
macro-states, most of them in poetry, e.g. Aischylos’ use of 
polis denoting Persia in Persae 213, 511-2, 682, 715, 781. See 
Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 124-32.

122. Thue. 4.49.1, Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 32-3.
123. Finley (1963) 45; Kolb (1984) 59; Runciman (1990) 348, see 

Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 15-6.
124. IG XII 5 872.3 (polis) & 5 (asty), Hansen in CPC Acts 4 

(1997a)58-60.
125. Isoc. 15.299, Hansen in CPCPapers! ( 1995d) 61-3.
126. Knoepfler in CPCActs 4 (1997) 355-8, 389-92.
127. Hansen in CPCActs 3 (1996a) 28-34 and in CPCPapers 5 

(2000) 173-215.
128. Hansen in CPCActs 4 (1997a) 34-42
129. See most recently Demand (1996) 99.
130. Hampl (1939b) 48; Zähmt (1971) 10; Lévy (1990) 54.
131. Dem. 23.41, see Hansen in CPCPapers 3 (1996d) 191-5.
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132. For the exceptional use of the toponym to denote the city-state 
see Hansen in CPC Acts 3 (1996a) 28 & 38; Whitehead (1996) 
1-11.

133. IvO 165; Paus. 6.13.6, P. Fraser in CPC Acts 2 (1995) 64-90; 
Hansen, in CPCPapers 3 (1996c) 176-81.

134. Dittenberger (1907) 15; Hansen in CPCPapers 3 (1996c) 191.
135. Milesioi (Milet 1 3 137.3 = Staatsverträge 3 409); Hippos

tratos Hippodemou Milesios (Milet 1 2 10.1-2).
136. See Introduction page 19 with note 89.
137. This part of my article is a condensed and revised version of 

my contribution in CPC Acts 4 (1997a) 9-86.
138. In the following I try to render polis by “town” when it is used 

in the urban sense and by “city” or “city-state” when it is used 
in its political sense. In the long section about Max Weber, 
however, I follow the traditional terminology and speak of 
“the ancient city” etc. Although the urban and economic 
aspects are of primary importance for Weber’s analysis, it 
would ring false to speak of “Weber’s concept of the ancient 
town”. Thus, “town” and “city” are often used synonymously.

139. Finley (1987-9) 304; Jameson (1990) 173; Burford (1993) 57- 
8. For a different view, see Hanson (1995) 51-60, emphasising 
the importance of the rural homestead farmers.

140. Hom. Od. 7.131; Pl. Resp. 37OC.
141. The town of Thebes, for example, is called asty at Dem. 

18.215 but polis in the following section. The Lykian towns 
Xanthos, Pinara and Telmessos are referred to as three aste at 
SEG 39 1414.5 (C4e) but called three poleis in line 24.

142. Liddell-Scott-J ones, A Greek English Lexicon s.v. astos has: 
“townsman, citizen, II. 11.242; Od. 13.192 etc.” but in both 
lines the sense is “compatriot” rather than “townsman” and 1 
know of no other attestation of astos in the sense of townsman.

143. The closest one can get is phrases such as hoi en tei polei 
(enoikountes), see Hansen in CPC Acts 4 (1997a) 12.

144. Arist. Ath. Pol. 26.4 (politai), 42.1 (astoi, Perikles’ citizenship 
law of 451 B.C.); AJPh 56 (1935) 358-72 no. 1 lines 28-9 
(politai, Kolophon 311-06 B.C.); IG XII 9 192.8: (politai, 
Eretria, 308/7 B.C.); Sylt.3 1037.7: (astoi, Miletos ca. 300 
B.C.).

145. Pecirka (1973) 115; Jameson, Runnels & van Andel (1994) 
249, 375, 383; Shipley (1994) 218-9. Sometimes a distinction 
is made between smaller towns and larger cities, see, e.g., 
Shipley (1994) 222-3. A similar distinction can be made be
tween smaller hamlets and larger villages, see, e.g., Jameson, 
Runnels & van Andel (1994) 252.

146. Pecirka (1973) 115; Renfrew & Wagstaff (1982) 251; Finley 
(1987-9) 304; Snodgrass (1990) 127-8; Jameson, Runnels & 
van Andel (1994) 249, 253-4.

147. The Cambridge/Bradford survey of Boiotia, for which see 
Snodgrass (1990) 113-36. The survey of northern Keos: 
Cherry, Davis & Mantzourani (1991). The survey of Southern 
Argolis: Jameson, Runnels & van Andel (1994). The Methana 
Survey: Mee & Forbes (1997). The Kyaneai survey in Lykia: 
Kolb (1995).

148. Jameson, Runnels & van Andel (1994); Schuler (1998).
149. Pecirka (1973) 113-47; Snodgrass (1987-9) 53-70; J. Roy et 

al. (1988) 179-82. Forsén & Forsén in CPCPapers 4 (1997) 
163-76.

150. Hansen in CPCPapers 2 (1995d) 51-2. Whereas 447 urban 
centres are explicitly called polis in Archaic and Classical 
sources (Hansen in CPCPapers 5 [1999] 179, 201), there are 
only some 30 known localities which are explicitly called 
kome in Archaic and Classical texts (CPCPapers 2 [1995d| 

65-8). For the Hellenistic period, see Schuler (1998) 22- 
32.

151. E.g. Chorion (place), oikia (house), agros (field), aule (court). 
See Pritchett (1956) 261-9.

152. The sources are discussed in CPC Acts 4 (1997a) 24-5.
153. Jameson, Runnels, & van Andel ( 1994) 373-400, 415-538.
154. For Boiotia, see Hansen in CPCActs 3 (1996b) 77-8; for 

Chalkidike, see Flensted-Jensen (1998) 30-3; for Arkadia, Tri- 
phylia, and eastern Lokris, see Nielsen’s forthcoming invento
ries of poleis; for Phokis and western Lokris, see Rousset 
(1999) 54-9.

155. Cherry, Davis & Mantzourani (1991) 337-40.
156. Cherry, Davis & Mantzourani (1991) 383-402.
157. Stone (1997) 22, 26. See also Maisels (1990) 12-3, 253-61, 

266-70 who suggests distinguishing between village-states 
(non-urbanised, often Asian, macro-states) and city-states as 
opposed types of state.

158. See the impressive study by Schuler (1998) with a survey of 
the epigraphical evidence pp. 291-7.

159. One exception is Thue. 2.13.7 where metic hoplites are expli
citly mentioned.

160. Cherry, Davis & Mantzourani (1991) 236-7, 278, 337-8.
161. IG XII.5 609, cf. Ruschenbusch (1982) 175-88.
162. Thue. 2.77.2; Isoc. 14.13; Poseidippos (fr. 29, C3e).
163. The tradition that the Plataians in 490 sent 1,000 men to assist 

the Athenians is late and unreliable (Nepos Milt. 5).
164. CPCActs 4 (1997a) 27-8. The only other population figure we 

have is Thucydides’ piece of information that 400 Plataians of 
military age remained in the town when it was besieged in the 
years 429-7 (Thue. 2.78.3). But many were sent off to Athens 
before the siege began and we cannot be sure that the popula
tion had dropped significantly since 479.

165. Busolt(1920) 168. For Olynthos as a city with 10,000 citizens, 
a myriandros polis, see Diod. 32.4.2.

166. Thanks to Moses Finley, the Weberian ideas about what a city 
is - or rather was - play a prominent part in the ongoing dis
cussion of urbanisation in antiquity: Finley (1981a) 3-23; 
(1985) 88-103; (1987-9) 303-13; Bruhns (1985) 255-73; 
Bruhns & Nippel (1987-9) 29-50; Bruhns (1996) 1276-9. See 
also Kolb (1984) 12-4; Wallace-Hadrill (1991) xvii; Snodgrass 
(1991)2.

167. Konsumentenstadt'. 742, 752; Stadtgemeinde: 736; Ackerbür
gerstädte: 730.

168. The dissociation of the urban from the political aspect of the 
polis has been carried to its extreme by, e.g., Morris (1997). In 
this general account of the Greek polis as a city-state he treats 
the polis as a type of state ranging between a citizen-state and 
an agro-literate state (98b and passim). He discusses elites and 
characteristics of citizenship, and emphasises (95a, 102B) that 
“in many areas there was a shift in the sixth century B.C. away 
from residence in nucleated villages towards dispersed settle
ment in rural farmstead” (95a, 102b). Apart from a casual 
reference to emigrants settling in “new cities around the 
western Mediterranean and Black Sea” (94b) there is nothing 
in the chapter to show that the polis had anything to do with 
urbanisation and urban form, and the only mention of towns is 
on page 103b where we are told that “By 200 B.C., people 
were drifting back to the towns, breaking up the dispersed 
classical settlement pattern.” - As set out in my text, I take the 
opposite line and prefer to argue that the urban aspect of the 
polis was as important as the political and that the two aspects 
were inextricably intertwined.
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169. Laslett (1956) 162; Finley (1983) 28-9. It is, however, com
monly emphasised that Athens was too big to be a face-to-face 
society, and was - in this respect - different from the “stan
dard” polis, see most recently Cohen (1997) 97-124.

170. Finley criticised Weber’s model of the Greek polis for being 
based on Athens, “whereas everything we know about Greek 
history indicates that Athens was an exceptional polis" (Finley 
[1985] 94); but, as Philippe Gauthier has pointed out: “M.I. 
Finley lui même n’a-t-il pas le plus souvent extrapolé à partir 
de l’exemple athénien?” Gauthier (1987-9) 188.

171. On the models developed by Childe (1950), Sjöberg (1960) 
Bairoch (1988) and others, see Introduction 12.

172. See, e.g., Starr (1977) 98; Kolb (1984) 59, 66; Runciman 
(1990) 348; Demand (1996) 99.

173. Kolb (1984) 72; Morris (1991) 26, 40, 50; Hodkinson & Hod- 
kinson (1981) 287; Schuler (1998) 18.

174. Weiwei (1983) 16; Kolb (1984) 59, 67; Demand (1996) 99.
175. Hansen in CPCActs 4 (1997a) 34-5. For Sparta as a town see 

also Cartledge (1998) 40-2.
176. Akraiphia, Anthedon, Chaironeia, Chorsiai, Haliartos, 

Hyettos, Kopai, Koroneia, Lebadeia, Mykalessos, Orchome- 
nos, Oropos, Pharai, Plataiai, Siphai, Tanagra, Thebai, Thes- 
piai, Thisbai. See Hansen in CPCActs 3 (1996b) 78-112.

177. Büsing & Büsing-Kolbe (1972) 79-87. The habitation area has 
been estimated at 1.7-4.5 ha by Bintliff (1991) 202.

178. Schwandner (1977) 519-25.
179. The Lex Hafniensis, CPCActs 3 (1996a) 33 and CPCPapers 5 

(2000) 173-215, see supra pages 152-3.
180. Finley (1963) 45; Osborne (1987) 194.
181. The fourth-century city walls enclosed an area of 124 ha. On 

the assumption that 50% of this area only was used for habita
tion and that the population density was no more than 150 per
sons per ha., the result is 9,300 inhabitants. If the population 
density was the same as in Plataiai, i.e. a minimum of 200 per 
ha., the urban population of Mantinea must have been ca. 
12,400.

182. One possible example is Tiryns in the Archaic period. It was 
probably a polis in the political sense, see Gehrke (1993) 54-6. 
No remains of an urban centre have been found, and it has 
been argued that it did not have one, see Koerner (1985) 452- 
7. But the argument from silence is rejected as inadmissible by 
Morgan & Coulton in CPCActs 4 (1997) 93.

183. Of the ca. 800 sites to be included in the Polis’ Centre’s inven
tory of Archaic and Classical poleis “barely 10% have been 
investigated to any significant extent (and even this varies 
greatly)”, Morgan & Coulton in CPCActs 4 (1997) 87.

184. As for example in the case of all the poleis of Achaia, see 
Morgan and Hall in CPCActs 3 (1996) 169-93 with a conclu
sion on p. 193.

185. Laslett (1956) 162; Finley (1983) 28-9.
186. One has to admit, however, that the myriandros polis, the ideal 

large polis with 10,000 citizens, must have been too big to be a 
face-to-face society even in the restricted sense. For the myr
iandros polis, see infra 172.

187. Osborne (1991) 119-45, especially 122, 133-6, 141-2. For 
Teos see Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 30. Same line of argument in 
Isager & Skydsgaard (1992) 200. A liturgy was an obligation 
by which rich citizens were required to undertake work for the 
polis at their own expense. An eisphora was a property tax.

188. Bruhns (1985) 265. See also Whittaker (1995) 9-26.
189. Thue. 2.38.2: “Because of the size of our city, everything can 

be imported from all over the earth, with the result that we 

have no more special enjoyment of our native goods than of 
the goods of the rest of mankind” (translated by P. J. Rhodes). 
Perikles’ eulogy of Athens from the consumer’s point of view 
is repeated in many other sources: Ps.-Xen. Ath. Pol. 2.7; Her- 
mippus fr. 43; Isoc. 4.42, 45; In Xen. Hipparch. 4.7 we learn 
that “all cities always welcome those who import something”.

190. For a survey of the sources see Hansen in CPCActs 4 (1996a) 
45-6.

191. Weber (1921/1972) 731: “Wir werden sehen, dass der antike 
Stadtbürger vollen Rechts, im Gegensatz zum mittelalter
lichen, ursprünglich geradezu dadurch charakterisiert war: 
dass er einen Kleros, fundus (in Israel: chelek), ein volles Ack
erlos, welches ihn ernährte, sein eigen nannte: der antike Voll
bürger ist ‘Ackerbürger’.”

192. Hertz (1989) 72-92; Bairoch (1988) 15-6; Sandstrom (1996).
193. Weber (1921/1972) 730: “Es gab und gibt ‘Ackerbürger

städte’, d.h. Orte, welche als Stätten des Marktverkehrs und 
Sitz der typischen städtischen Gewerbe sich von dem Durch
schnitt der Dörfer weit entfernen, in denen aber eine breite 
Schicht ansässiger Bürger ihren Bedarf an Nährungsmitteln 
eigentwirtschaftlich decken und sogar auch für den Absatz 
produzieren.”

194. Weber (1921/1972) 731: “Wenn wir heute den typischen 
‘Städter’ im ganzen mit Recht als einen Menschen ansehen, 
der seinem eigenen Nahrungsmittelbedarf nicht auf eigenem 
Ackerboden deckt, so gilt für die Masse der typischen Städte 
(Poleis) des Altertums ursprünglich gerade das Gegenteil.”

195. See Finley (1981a) 15 and 20, connecting the concept of the 
Ackerbürgerstadt with the concept of the Konsumentenstadt. 
That this is a misinterpretation of Max Weber has been argued 
persuasively by Bruhns (1985) 256-9 and (1996) 1277-8.

196. Finley (1963) 45; Osborne (1987) 194: “Urbanization was 
unknown in Greece. European urbanization took off, before 
the industrial revolution, when it became possible to invest in 
areas other than land, and when the peasant was forced into the 
market.”

197. Finley (1973) 138; Kolb (1984) 74-5; Davies (1992) 19-20.
198. Pl. Resp. 369B-374E, cf. Schofield in CPCActs 1 (1993) 183- 

96. In Soph. 223D Plato claims that foreign trade (emporike) is 
of the same size and importance as local trade (kapelike); Xen. 
Cyrop. 8.2.5; Arist. Pol. 1321B12-18, cf. Hansen in CPCActs 
4 (1997a) 47-51.

199. One example is the huge Kolophonian inscription of ca. 310 
B.C. in which ca. 850 citizens and some metics provide a total 
of some 265,000-300,000 drachmas for the repair of the 
defence circuit, see Migeotte (1992) No. 69, 220-3. For other 
examples see also Migeotte (1994).

200. See Figueira (1981) 22 suggesting a population of ca. 40,000 
for Aigina, whereas the island, on his calculations, could sup
port only ca. 4,000 at subsistence level.

201. Snodgrass (1991) 9; Ducrey in CPCActs 2 (1995) 254.
202. Alkaios fr. 426, Lobel & Page: ... “the opinion once stated by 

Alkaios, the poet, that cities are not stone or timber or the work 
of carpenters, but both walls and cities are to be found wher
ever there are men who know how to defend themselves”. See 
also Hom. //. 18.518; Od. 6.9, 262-3; Hes. Scut. 270. On 
the walled polis in the Homeric poems, see Scully (1990) 41- 
53.

203. Ducrey in CPCActs 2 (1995) 255. In the fourth century B.C. 
the two large unwalled poleis were Sparta (Xen. Hell. 6.5.28) 
and Elis (Xen. Hell. 3.2.27), not contradicted by 3.2.30 if one 
accepts Dindorf’s emendation of the text.
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204. Arist. Pol. 1330b32-5, contradicting the view expressed by 
Plato at Lg. 778Dff.

205. The earliest evidence for the agora as a market is a provision 
about trade in slaves in the law code of Gortyn (/. Cret. IV 72 
Col. 7.10-1) and a reference in Hom. Epigrammata 14.5 of 
unknown date. Hes. fr. 302.5, Merkelbach & West.

206. See, e.g., Starr (1977) 98; Kolb (1984) 59, 66; Demand (1996) 
99.

207. Scully (1990) 41-53; Raaflaub in CPC Acts 1: 46-59.
208. V. von Graeve’s report in AJA 100 (1995) 237-8: “the early 

archaic settlement is estimated at 4,000 houses together with 
an industrial area represented this season by further excavation 
of a large and well preserved kiln.” Assuming that the early 
archaic town was as large as the later town, the total area 
amounts to ca. 110 ha. Even assuming that almost all the 110 
ha were used for habitation, it is, I think, without parallel in the 
Greek world to have 4,000 houses squeezed into 110 ha. I do 
not doubt, however, that early Miletos was an impressive city 
and many times larger than supposed before the impressive 
results of the new excavations.

209. Nicholls (1958-9) 35-137. The defence wall enclosed an area 
of ca. 18 ha. But there are traces of extensive extramural habi
tation of the seventh century.

210. The later walls enclose an area of ca. 70 ha. The excavations 
suggest that perhaps as much as a half of that was inhabited in 
the late 8th and early 7th centuries. Remains of a defence wall 
of ca. 700 B.C. have been found. Whether they enclosed the 
entire city is still a moot point. See Altherr-Charon & Bérard 
(1980) 229-49; Ainian (1987) 1-24.

211. Lang (1996) 152-63, no. 1: Athen; 165-73, no. 4: Korinth; 
174-77, no 6: Argos.

212. Di Vita (1981) 63-79; Fischer-Hansen in CPC Acts 3 (1996) 
334-5 (Syracuse), 337-9 (Naxos), 345 (Megara Hyblaia).

213. Roebuck (1972) 105-7, 114-6, 125-7.
214. Thue. 1.5.1; 1.10.2, see Hansen in CPC Acts 4 (1997a) 35 and 

in CPC Papers 2 (1995d) 55.
215. In CPCActs 4 (1997) 87, C. Morgan and J. Coulton note that 

of the ca. 800-1000 poleis to be included in the Polis Centre’s 
inventory “barely 10% have been investigated to any signifi
cant extent.”

216. See now the impressive study by Franziska Lang (1996), espe
cially 56-57 about Siedlungsgrössen.

217. In the following section the two principal sources used are the 
4th-century treatise on the siege of poleis by Aeneias the Tac
tician and the early 3rd-century account of cities by Herak- 
leides of Crete. See also the excellent description of the 
“Durschschnittspolis” in Winterling (1991) 205-11.

218. For the very few possible exceptions, altogether 20 out of 384 
attestations, see Hansen in CPCActs 3 (2000) 195-202.

219. Aen. Tact. Prooem. 1; 7.1; 15.9.
220. Thue. 2.71.1; 3.106.2; Xen. Hell. 5.2.4; Sy//.3 37-8.B.15 (Teos, 

C5).
221. Aen. Tact. 8.2; Thue. 3.72.3; Arist. Pol. 1327a32ff; Ps.-Skylax 

13, 34 etc.; IG IX2 717.4 (Chaleion, C5).
222. Arist. Pol. 1327a32ff; Hellanicus (FGrHist 4) fr. 75; 

Theopomp. (FGrHist 115) fr. 53; Thue. 1.30.2; 2.84.5.
223. Aigina (Dem. 23.211), Alexandria (Arist. Oec. 1352a30), 

Bosporos = Pantikapaion (Dem. 34.34); Byzantion (Theo
pomp. [FGrHist] fr. 62), Chalkis (Heraclid. 28); Histiaia (7G 
XII 9 1186.29); Salamis on Cyprus (Isoc. 9.47); Corinth 
(Thue. 1.13.5); Miletos {Milet 140.32); Phasis (Hippoc. De 

Aere Aquis et Locis 15) and Rhodos (Dem. 56.47), see Hansen 
in CPC Papers 4 (1997d) 83-105.

224. E.g. Skandeia, the port of Kythera, called polis in the urban 
sense at Thue. 4.54.1, see Hansen in CPCActs 2 (1995a) 43-4.

225. Naulochos, the port of Priene, is called a polis in the urban 
sense at /. Priene 1.6 but seems to have been a polis in the 
political sense too, see Hansen in CPCActs 2 (1995a) 44.

226. Hansen in CPCPapers 2 (1995d) 61-71; Gschnitzer (1991) 
429, 434ff.

227. Helisson, a dependency of Mantinea, is called polis in the 
urban sense at SEG 37 340.6-7; Mykalessos, a dependency of 
Tanagra, is called polis in the urban sense at Thue. 7.29.3.

228. Aen. Tact. 4.5; 39.5, see supra 157 and Winterling (1991) 206.
229. This typology is invented and developed by Snodgrass (1987-

9) 56-64 and (1990) 130-1. Examples of type (A) are: 
Haliartos in Boiotia, Eretria on Euboia, Aigeira and Aigion in 
Achaia. Examples of type (B) are Thespiai in Boiotia, Sparta, 
Athens and Argos; see also Morgan & Coulton in CPCActs 4 
(1997) 124.

230. E.g. in Thebes, see Symeonoglou (1985) 117-22.
231. Orchomenos in Arkadia, see Osborne (1987) 118-9. Cf., how

ever, Jost in CPCActs 6 (1999) 240 n. 51.
232. As, e.g., in Thebes, see Fossey (1987) 204.
233. Crouch (1993). On fountain houses see Wycherley (1967) 

198-209.
234. Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in CPCPapers I (1994) 25-30.
235. Fischer-Hansen in CPCActs 3 (1996) 317-73.
236. Hoepfner & Schwandner (1986). The principal written sources 

are: Aesch. Supp. 954-8; Pl. Lg. 779B and Arist. Pol. 
1330b21-31; see also Heraclid. 1. On the passage from 
Aristotle see Gehrke (1989) 58-68. On the Aischylos passage 
see Rösler (1989) 109-14) and on the passage from Plato’s 
Laws see Hansen (1989) 14, 113.

237. For short surveys of public buildings in a Greek polis see 
Wycherley (1967); Müller-Wiener (1988); Martin (1974) 253- 
86.

238. Hdt. 3.57.3-4; Thue. 2.15.2; Aen. Tact. 10.4; Arist. Mund. 
400b 19. See Miller (1978); Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in 
CPCPapers 1 (1994) 30-7.

239. Hdt. 1.170.3; Thue. 2.15.2; Aen. Tact. 10.4; Dem. 10.53. 
Gneisz (1990); Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in CPCPapers 1 
(1994)37-44.

240. Aen. Tact. 22.4; Arist. Mund. 400b 16; Xen. Hell. 5.4.58; Lys. 
9.9; Dem. 10.53. Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in CPCPapers 1 
(1994)79-80.

241. Arist. Mund. 400bl6; Plut. Ti/n. 22.2, see Hansen & Fischer- 
Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994) 76-9.

242. SyllJ 218.6-10 (Olbia, C4), see Hansen & Fischer-Hansen 
(1994)53-75.

243. E.g. Plut. Mor. 799E-F (Thebes before 362 B.C.), see Hansen
& Fischer-Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994) 48-53.

244. Hansen & Fischer-Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994) 85.
245. Hansen in CPCActs 4 (1997a) 60-1.
246. Meiggs-Lewis, GH1 93.3 (Lykia); Thuc.2.71.2 (Plataiai); 

Migeotte (1992) 69.9-21 (Kolophon, 311-6 B.C.). Schachter 
(1992); Marinatos & Hägg (1993).

247. Thue. 1.10.1-2; Heraclid. 28; Aen. Tact. 10.15; 31.15. Gruben 
(1986).

248. Heraclid. 1, 28; Aen. Tact. 1.9; 3.5; 22.4. Rosetto & Sartorio 
(1994-6).

249. Ehrenberg (1969) 28; Weiwei (1883) 15.
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250. Lawrence (1979); Wokalek (1973); Ducrey in CPC Acts 2 
(1995) 245-56.

251. Thue. 2.17.1; Aen. Tact. 1.9; 2.2; 2.7; Xen. Vect. 2.6.
252. Wokalek (1973) nos. 3 (lasos); 4 (Miletos); 8 (Melie); 22 

(Argos); 24 (Athens); 38 (Gonnos).
253. When in 413 Dieitrephes made his surprise attack on Myka- 

lessos the gates were open and apparently unguarded (Thue. 
7.29.3). Similarly, Xenophon tells us at Hell. 5.4.20 that in 378 
when Sphodrias made his surprise attack on the Peiraieus there 
were no gates to protect the town.

254. From Andokides’ account of the mutilation of the Hermai it is 
apparent that Diokleides could pass the gates around midnight 
and start his walk to the Laureion mines (Andoc. 1.38).

255. Hdt. 1.153; Heraclid. 28; Ar. Eq. 1009; Eccl. 819; Arist. Ath. 
Pol. 51.3; Arist. Pol. 1278a25-6 (Thebes); 132lb 12; Dem. 
21.22; 57.30-1; Hdt. 3.43.2; Lys. 1.8; Pl. Com. fr. 190; Pl. 
Apol. 17.C; Resp. 371B-D; Theophr. Char. 6.10; 22.7; Thue. 
3.72-4; 8.95.4; Xen. Hell. 3.4.17; Symp. 4.41; 8.21; I.Cret. IV 
72 col. 7.10-1 (Gortyn, C5f); IG XII 9 189.34-5 (Eretria, C4s); 
Syll.3 344.95-7 (Teos ca. 303 B.C.); Syll.3 354.6 (Ephesos, ca. 
300 B.C.); I.Priene 81.6 (Priene, ca. 200 B.C.); ¡.Magnesia 
98.62 (Magnesia, ca. 200 B.C.).

256. Thue. 3.72.3; Dem. 1.22; Xen. Hiero 11.2; Theopomp. 
{FGrHist 115) fr. 62; Pl. Resp. 425D; Arist. Oec. 1346bl9. 
The Megarians excluded from the Athenian agora and limen: 
Thue. 1.139.1 ; 1.144.2; Ephoros {FGrHist 70) fr. 196.

257. Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 45 (10): the decree enforcing the use of 
Athenian coins prescribes that a copy of the decree be set up in 
the agora in every allied polis.

258. Ar. Ach. 719 ; IG I3 1087-90.
259. Hom. II. 18.497; Od. 2.7; 6.266; 8.5. Raaflaub in CPC Acts 1 

(1993)54-5.
260. Aen. Tact. 30.1;7; Migeotte (1992) 69.26-7 (Kolophon, 311- 

306 B.C.)
261. Dem. 18.169 (Athens).
262. Xen. Hell. 5.2.29 (Thebes), Coulton (1976).
263. Heraclides Creticus 23 (Anthedon).
264. Heraclides Creticus 28 (Chalkis).
265. IG XII 2 14; SEG 26.878; 34 850, see Coulton (1976) 10-1.
266. Thue. 7.29.5 (Mykalessos); Hdt. 6.27.2 (Chios); Paus. 6.9.6 

(Astypalaia).
267. Pl. Euthydemos 271C; Theophr. Char. 5.7.
268. Xen. Hell. 3.4.16-8; Ages. 1.26-7 (Ephesos).
269. Aen. Tact. 23.6; I.Cret. IV 64 (Gortyn); Heraclid. 1 (Athens); 

Xen. Hell. 3.2.27 (Elis); Xen. Hell. 5.2.25 (Thebes).
270. Heraclid. 28 (Chalkis); Arist. Oec. 1346b 18 (Byzantion).
271. E.g. SEG 27 261 (Gymnasiarchal law from Beroia, 2nd cen

tury B.C.); cf. Delorme (1960) 93-230.
272. See Sammelbuch vol. 1 p. 30 no. 355, Naukratis.
273. Alexis fr. 272.
274. A hippodrome is attested already in Homer II. 23.330, but not 

again until the 4th century: Aeschin. 3.88 (Tamynai); Dem. 
47.53, 76; Xen. Hipp. 3.1.5 (Athens); Xen. Hell. 3.4.16 
(Ephesos); Xen. Hell. 6.5.30 (Sparta); Plat. Criti. 117C (Atlan
tis).

275. Ant. 3.ß.3.
276. The oldest attestations of theatres in Greek literature are Hdt. 

6.67.3 (Sparta) and Thue. 8.93.1 (Mounichia in the Piraeus).
277. Müller-Wiener (1988) 166-8.
278. The only known Archaic theatre is that in Thorikos (Phase 1: 

525-480). In Metapontion there is a circular auditorium which 
may have been used as a theatre (phase I: late 7th cent; phase 

II: mid 6th cent.; phase III: 500-475). Theatres of the fifth cen
tury have been found in Argos, Athens, Chaironeia, Ikarion, 
Isthmia, Corinth and Syracuse. See Frederiksen (1997).

279. Politeia in the sense of citizenship {IG IV 615), or in the sense 
of body politic (Arist. Pol. 1297bl2 -3), or in the sense of con
stitution {Hell. Oxy. 18.3, Chambers), see Hansen in CPC 
Papers 1 (1994b) 95-7.

280. E.g. Aeschin. 3.8, see Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 133 with 
note 631.

281. Archai “offices” is here explicitly used in its very broad sense 
of any law-making and law-enforcing institution. The passage 
is analysed by Hansen in CPCPapers 1 (1994b) 91-8.

282. Arist. Pol. 1279a22-80a6. Each basic form is subdivided into a 
positive and a negative variant, so that there are altogether 6 
different types.

283. Pind. Pyth. 2.86-8; Hdt. 3.80-2; Xen. Mem. 4.6.12; Pl. Pol. 
291C-92A; Lg. 712C; /. Kalym. 12.21-2. See de Romilly 
(1959) 81-9; Bleicken (1979) 148-72.

284. IG IV 841.12, see Lévy (1985) 53-66.
285. Solon fr. 4.6; Anae. Anth. Gr. 6.143-3-4; Dem. 57.46. Polites 

and astos juxtaposed in Arist. Ath. Pol. 26.4.
286. For aste, see Syll.3 1015.6-7 (Halikarnassos, 3rd cent. B.C.); 

Egypt. I. Metr. 33.1 (Naukratis). The feminine form politis is 
sometimes used of females of citizen birth, see Arist. Pol. 
1275b33, 1278a28; IG XII 7 386.21 (Aigiale, C3); IG V 2 
268B.31 {politis apo genous, Mantinea, Cl); /. Kos 178.6 
(Kos, C3). For Athens, see Mossé (1985) 77-9. There is, I 
think, no attestation of politis signifying a female citizen exer
cising citizen rights.

287. Citizens of a polis which founded a colony acquired citizen 
rights in the colony but lost politeia in their polis of origin, see 
Graham (1964) 111, 117. Most persons were citizens of one 
polis only, but double citizenship was not unknown, see Busolt 
(1920) 229-30 and Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 115 with n. 
586. To have double citizenship became extremely common in 
the course of the Hellenistic period.

288. Arist. Pol. 1292a39-41; 1293al2-7; 1320b25-6, 1308a2ff.
289. Arist. Pol. 1284a3, 1287a8-12, 1295al7-21.
290. Arist. Pol. 1286b20-2; IG XII 9 192.4-5; see Quass (1979) and 

Gauthier (1993) 217-25.
291. Some oligarchies had no assembly (Arist. Pol. 1275b7) but 

many had (1298b26-38). Known oligarchies with an assembly 
include Sparta (Plut. Lyc. 6) and Thebes (Hdt. 5.79.1). The 
typical Cretan polis seems to have had an ekklesia with 
restricted powers (Arist. Pol. 1272a 10-2). For the powers of 
the Spartan Assembly, see Andrewes (1966) 8-17.

292. Diod. 14.64.5 and Arist. Oec. 1349a34 show that meetings of 
the assembly in Syracuse were still convened under the 
tyranny of Dionysios I. Meetings of the assembly continued 
under Peisistratos: Arist. Ath. Pol. 16.8 with Rhodes (1981) 
218-9.

293. In Athens access to offices and jury service was reserved for 
citizens over thirty so that citizens between eighteen and thirty, 
altogether a third of all citizens, had restricted political rights: 
they had access to the assembly, but were excluded from par
ticipating in administration and jurisdiction, see Hansen 
(1991)89.

294. Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) n. 352.
295. SEG 9 1, translated in Austin (1981) no. 264.
296. See Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 67-68; idem (1987) 108-18.
297. Murray (1990) 6, 18-22. Hansen (1991) 314.
298. See, e.g., Herodotos’ description of the Greek army at Plataiai 
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in 479 B.C. (Hdt. 9.28, Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 27), or Thucy
dides’ description of the Boiotian army at Delion in 424 B.C. 
(Thue. 4.93.3-4).

299. Hanson (1989); Pritchett (1985) 1-93.
300. IG I3 1.8-10.
301. Arist. Pol. 1321a5-14.
302. Arist. Pol. 1279b2-4; 1297b 1 -16; Thue. 8.97.1.
303. Plut. Lyc. 6.2, see Hornblower (1992) 1-2; Hansen (1999b).
304. Most recently by Raaflaub (1997) 53-7, emphasising the 

gradual development and the constant interaction of the mili
tary and political aspects.

305. Thue. 2.13.7; 2.31.1-2, see Whitehead (1977) 82-6.
306. Aen. Tact. 13.1-4; Dem. 1.19-22.
307. Sourvinou-Inwood (1990) 322; Kearns (1996a) 1300.
308. See, for example, the common and widespread distinction 

between sacred property, public property and private property: 
¡G V.2 6A.37-42; Arist. Pol. 1267b33-4.

309. Vidal-Naquet (1983) 26; Bruhns (1994) 79-83. In almost all 
sources the exclusion of women from politics and armed forces 
is taken for granted, and therefore not explicitly prohibited. For 
Athens see the shocking idea “to hand over the polis to the 
women” and give them political rights (Ar. Eccl. 210) or to 
allow them to join in the defence of the polis (Pl. Resp. 451C- 
57C). The explicit exclusion of women from the prytaneion of 
the polis is attested, e.g., for Naukratis (Ath. 150A). Again, al
though there are numerous honorific decrees for women (e.g. 
IG XII 7 36, Amorgos C2), it is extremely rare to find citizen
ship among the privileges bestowed on a female honorand. One 
example is the poet Aristodama of Smyrna (C3). In Chalaia she 
is honoured with proxenia, and her brother with politeia (F. 
Delphes III 145) but in Lamia she obtains herself both proxenia 
and politeia (Sylt3 532). Another example is the Molossians’ 
grant of citizenship to Philista, the wife of Antimachos, during 
the reign of Neoptolemos (C4) (AE [1956/1959] 3). For the 
(slightly) extended rights of women in the Hellenistic and 
Roman periods, see Bremen (1996).

310. “Women were sometimes excluded from the cults of Poseidon, 
Zeus, and Ares, all emphatically masculine gods” (Parker 
[1983] 85). For the exclusion of women from the cult of 
Poseidon see, e.g., SylP 1024.9 = LSCG 96, Mykonos ca. 200 
B.C.

311. The most widespread Greek festival and the principal form of 
the Demeter cult, celebrated by (married) women of citizen 
status. See Burkert (1985) 242-6.

312. In ca. 632 B.C. Kylon attempted to set himself up as the tyrant 
of Athens. He escaped and his followers took refuge at an altar 
on the akropolis. Although they were manifestly guilty of 
treason, it was considered a sacrilege and a pollution of the 
whole city when the Athenian archons had them dragged away 
from the altar and excuted (Thue. 1.126.10-1). The Spartan 
officials did not dare to have Pausanias killed in the temple of 
the goddess of the Brazen House (Thue. 1.134.1-2).

313. Aleshire (1994) discusses the distinction in Athens between 
state cults and private ones.

314. Syll.3 1015, Halikarnassos, 3rd century B.C.
315. Burkert in CPCPapers 2 (1995) 202.
316. Aeschin. 1.23 with scholia. Hansen (1987) 90.
317. E.g. IG XII 8 356 (6th century B.C.) where Dionysos and Her

akles are commemorated as the protectors of the polis Thasos. 
See Cole in CPC Acts 2 (1995) 292-325, noting that some 
poleis had no identifiable patron divinity whereas others had 
several.

318. McDonald (1943) 115, 132, 135-7, 167, 179,200, 279-83.
319.1G II- 1496.131-2, 140-1. Raubitschek (1962) 238-44.
320. Hansen in CPC Acts 5 (1998) 84-106.
321. A view advocated already by Constant (1819) 495, and still 

maintained by, e.g., Finley (1963) 49-50.
322. Pl. Resp. 544A; Ep. 326A; Arist. Pol. 1260b34-5.
323. Xen. Lac. Pol. passim, see, e.g., Powell (1988) 214-62.
324. Xen. Lac. Pol. 10, with the difference between Sparta and 

other poleis stressed in section 4.
325. E.g. Pl. Crz. 52E; Resp. 544C; Arist. Pol. 1269a29-71bl9, see 

also 1288b41-89al ; 1293b 16-8; 1296a 18-21. We must not 
forget, however, that both Plato and Aristotle took a very crit
ical view of many Spartan institutions; Aristotle’s account in 
Book 2 of this allegedly well-ordered polis amounts to one 
long series of points of criticism. The philosophers’ principal 
reservation is that Spartan society is one-eyed and focused on 
the military aspects of human life (Pl. Lach. 182E; Arist. Pol. 
1271b2-3; 1324b7-9; 1333b 12-35; 1334a40-b4; 1338b9-14). 
But in spite of the frequent strictures passed on Sparta by Plato 
and Aristotle, their basic view seems to be that it is better to be 
one-eyed than blind. For an illuminating account of Plato and 
Aristotle’s view of Sparta, see Rawson (1969) 61-80.

326. Thue. 2.39.2; Dem. 20.105-8;
327. Musti (1985) 7-17; Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 86-91.
328. One example is the laws about schools. In the speech Against 

Timarchos Aischines quotes some laws about the age of chil
dren sent to school, the number of children in a class, opening 
hours of schools and sports centres, etc. (Aeschin. 1.9-11); for 
laws about schools see also Pl. Cri. 50C-E.

329. To live as one likes is cherished by the Athenian democrats as 
a fundamental ideal (Thue. 2.37.2; 7.69.2; Lys. 26.5; Dem. 
10.4; 25.25) and it is dismissed as a democratic vice by the 
critics of popular rule (Pl. Resp. 557B-58C; Lg. 701B-C; Def. 
412D; Isoc. 7.20, 37; 12.131; Theopomp. [FGrHist 115] fr. 
62). Cf. also Arist. Pol. I317bll-7; 1310a32; 1316b24; 
1318b39-40; 1319b30.

330. Dover (1988) II, 135-58; Hansen (1995b) 19-21. The possi
bility and actual occurrence of restrictions are emphasised by 
Mulgan (1984) 15.

331. Hennig (1994) and (1999) 592-6.
332. IG I3 475-6, Austin & Vidal-Naquet (1977) no. 73.
333. Meiggs-Lewis, GHI 82, 411 B.C. Marek (1984).
334. Paus. 8.27.1, see Demand (1990) 59-61; Piérart in CPCActs 4 

(1997) 333-7; Hall (1995) 577-613.
335. Diod. 14.82.1 = Staatsverträge no. 225.
336. Ste Croix (1972) 96-124; Lendon (1994).
337. Meiggs (1972); Schuller (1974).
338. Larsen (1968); Beck (1997).
339. Orth (1977) 179-80; Gauthier in CPCActs 1 (1993) 212.
340. Hansen in CPCPapers 2 (1995c) 34-8, CPCPapers 4 (1997c) 

29-37.
341. Pace the model developed in Renfrew & Cherry (1986).
342. Jones (1987); for the subdivisions as artificial entities see Cor- 

dano (1992) 91; Murray in CPCActs 4 (1997) 495-7, and other 
examples listed by Hansen in CPCPapers 3 (1996) 170 n. 11.

343. Hansen in CPCActs 3 (1996b) 77-8. For a description of the 
federal institutions, see Salmon (1978).

344. Note, however, that, alongside the federal mint, the member 
poleis of the Boiotian federal state kept the right to strike coins 
in the name of the polis, see Hansen in CPCActs 2 ( 1995a) 20-1.

345. Xen. Hell. 5.2.19.
346. Beck (1997) 174-9.
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347. Hansen in CPCActs 4 (1997a) 29; Schaefer (1961) 292-317.
348. Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 53-6.
349. A concept developed by Hampl (1939a) 1-60, but now 

rejected by most historians, see Sakellariou (1989) 80-4 and 
Hansen in CPCActs 5 (1998) 55.

350. Hansen in CPCPapers 4 (1997c) 31.
351. Gauthier in CPCActs 1 (1993) 212; Hansen in CPCPapers 2 

(1995c) 41-3.
352. For a survey of all the types see Hansen in CPCPapers 4 

(1997c) 29-30.
353. E.g. Kythera (Thue. 4.54; Shipley in CPCActs 4 [1997]).
354. Xen. Hell. 5.1.31, see Jehne (1994) 31-47.
355. Thue. 7.57.3-5, see Hansen in CPCPapers 2 (1995c) 28-33.
356. Andoc. 3.13, 20, see Hansen in CPCPapers 3 (1996e) 130, 

133.
357. Ps.Xen. Ath. Pol. 1.12; Arist. Pol. 1326a 18-20; Aen. Tact. 

10.5.
358. Austin & Vidal-Naquet (1977) 103-6.
359. Weiwei (1974), (1977); Hunt (1998); Graham (1998).
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The Etruscan City-State1

Mario Torelli

(Respondent: William V. Harris)

1. Introduction
During the last three decades scholarly interest in the 
Etruscan type of city-state has increased considerably, 
as archaeologists, previously attracted by the rich 
cemeteries of Etruria, have paid more attention to 
settlements than in the last hundred and fifty years, i.e. 
from the beginning of modem historical speculation 
on the Etruscan civilization. As a matter of fact, a few 
great cities of Central and Southern Etruria, namely 
Veii,2 Caere,3 Tarquinia4 and Rusellae,5 have under
gone extensive excavations from the 1960s onwards, 
though none of these excavations can be considered 
satisfactory as far as the evidence for the early urban 
phases is concerned. On the other hand, extremely 
significant evidence concerning these early periods 
has been retrieved from minor sites of the 7th and 6th 
centuries, such as Murlo6 and Acquarossa,7 townlets 
located in the historical territories of, respectively, 
Clusium and Tarquinia. These sites were destroyed at 
the end of the 6th century and never rebuilt; but they 
have produced valuable material for clearer insights 
into the early urban phases of the major cities of 
Etruria where the early layers, with their evidence 
related to the centuries of the formation of the 
Etruscan city-states, can only rarely be reached 
because of the superimposition of substantial Roman 
buildings.

Moving from archaeological to historical research, 
we may observe that in the first half of the 20th 
century historians focussed mainly on themes of polit
ical significance, such as the origin and development 
of magistracies, as well as on the civic and everyday 
life of the Etruscan towns. In the last fifty years, how
ever, more and more attention has been paid to social 
and economic forms, with special emphasis on the 
process responsible for the birth of the city in Etruria 
and early Latium, two regions strongly interconnected 
in this regard as we shall see in the course of this 
paper. Much of the earlier debate was inspired by the 
monumental work on early Rome by E. Gjerstad,8 

which obviously had significant implications for the 
origins of the South Etruscan cities. By contrast, later 
research has moved from chronological to socio
economic questions and, more recently, to settlement 
history:9 as a matter of fact our discourse will start 
precisely from the genesis of the Etruscan cities, a 
crucial phenomenon destined to shape the ensuing 
history of the urban form in Etruria.

2. The Cradle of the Etruscan City: 
the Protovillanovan Village
As may be expected from great historical events, the 
genesis of cities in Etruria depends upon a number of 
complex socio-economic, ideological and political 
factors, which are not connected with just one single 
event or caused by one single phenomenon. In other 
words, it is meaningless to look for a precise moment 
in the Archaic period when, e.g., Tarquinia or Caere 
moved from the pre-urban into the urban phase; sim
ilarly we must resist the temptation to deduce the 
beginning of urban life from a single fact, either mate
rial, such as the existence of a city-wall or an 
assembly place, or ideological, such as a particular 
organisation of power. It is the manifold nature of 
the causes and the hierarchy of their importance and 
meanings that concur to characterize urban growth at 
any given moment.

The birth of cities in Etruria (and Latium) no doubt 
has remote origins. The long period of the Apennine 
culture, as prehistorians call the Middle and Late 
Bronze Age civilization of the Italian peninsula, saw 
villages inhabited only in rather provisional periods, 
due to the extensive practice of shifting agriculture 
and to the importance of cattle breeding. These eco
nomic features of the period compelled the population 
to change the location of their settlements frequently. 
The first certain step towards a more permanent 
location of settlements occurred in the Final Bronze 
Age, i.e. in the 11-lOth centuries,10 for which period
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Fig. 1. Distribution of settlements in Etruria from the Middle to 
Final Bronze Age: circles indicate sites attested only in the Middle 
Bronze Age; triangles indicate sites attested only in the Final 
Bronze Age; squares indicate sites attested both in the Middle and 
Final Bronze Age (after Bartoloni).

we have clear evidence of the end of provisional sites 
and of cave settlements, still common in the Apennine 
culture (Fig. 1).

All major centres of Etruria have yielded material 
from the Final Bronze Age culture, the so-called Pro- 
tovillanovan culture,11 to some extent the ancestor of 
the Villanovan culture of the Etruscan Iron Age and 
very similar to the Protolatin culture known from the 
settlements and cemeteries of contemporary Latium. 
The Final Bronze Age sites, both in Etruria and 
Latium, tend to favour hilltops, frequently, though not 
always, fortified with ditches and rudimentary 
defensive walls constructed in coarse stone blocks 
{aggeres'). Such settlements are very likely the result 
of technical improvements and a growing importance 
of cultivation: as a matter of fact, during the immedi
ately preceding centuries cultivation had gradually 
overtaken cattle- and sheep-breeding as the primary 
form of accumulation of wealth, whereas husbandry 
was probably of greater economic importance in the 
earlier phases of the Bronze Age.

In Etruria and elsewhere in Italy the emergence of 
regional cultures, though still a rather slow process, 
was the product of the beginning of the segmentation 
process of the earlier tribal groups, though their orig
inal Bronze Age cohesion not only survived for cen
turies in the spheres of religion and language, but also 

were to be frequently revived during historical times 
for military and political purposes in the form of 
ethnic “leagues” centred on great prehistoric sanctu
aries and early collective cult practices. The direct 
heir of this primitive tribal situation is the loose polit
ical unity of Etruria secured by the religious cere
monies performed annually by the supreme magis
trates (and formerly, we may surmise, the kings) of 
the major cities ad fanum Voltumnae apud Volsinios, 
the celebrated national shrine of the Etruscan god 
Tinia Velfhimna, a local version of Zeus-Jupiter with 
strong powers over the vegetation processes.12 Pro
duction was now organized within extended family 
groups settled in villages of various sizes, and the 
number of huts could range from a few up to some 
score. The socio-economic foundations of this society 
lay in the progressive diffusion of private ownership 
of land, a social feature now securely attested for the 
first time in the Italian peninsula. The settlement pat
tern indicates exploitation of the best soils, especially 
those close to other primary resources such as internal 
water-courses or lakes (cf. Di Gennaro [1986]); 
usually fortified, as we have seen, villages are placed 
at a distance of five to fifteen kilometres from each 
other and tend therefore to form clusters (Fig. 2), and 
are thus in a way the ancestors of the system of pagz 
and vici of historical times. These clusters may often 
signal also the existence of homogeneous agricultural 
conditions or the emergence of common patterns in 
the circulation of metal objects or of cultural fashions, 
creating cultural sub-regions (Bietti Sestieri [1997] 
37Iff.). Generally we may say that in their groups the 
villages show potential characteristics of productive 
integration along lines of social and economic 
solidarity similar to those found in the early stage of 
urbanization.

In spite of regional differences, the Protovillanovan 
culture presents consistent homogeneous features 
throughout the Italian peninsula, vis-à-vis the specific 
character of the contemporary culture of Latium, 
which now differs from the rest of the Peninsula. The 
Protovillanovan uniformity should probably be under
stood as the consequence of the still backward con
ditions of the groups in possession of such a culture 
(including therefore also the Early Etruscans) in 
comparison with the neighbouring Early Latins, 
visibly much more advanced than all other Italic 
peoples in the process of ethnic differentiation. It 
is presumably this backwardness of the groups 
populating the future Etruria during the Final Bronze 
Age that accounts for some significant cultural and 
ideological features, such as the massive presence of
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Latin names of gods in the pantheon of the Etruscans 
in historical times (and not vice versa!).13

The preference for hilltop settlements in the earlier 
part of the Final Bronze Age shows in the distinct 
prevalence of mountain or highland sites over those in 
the plain or on gentle low hills (cf. Angle et al. [ 1982] 
8Off.). The presence of important settlements on the 
heights close to the more comfortable sites occupied 
by the major cities of historical times is a well known 
pattern of the Final Bronze Age settlement in Etruria: 
thus, the town of Caere is faced by the Proto- 
villanovan sites on the Sasso di Furbara, Tarquinia by 
the Protovillanovan villages on the Tolfa Mountains, 
Vulci by the numerous sites of the Final Bronze Age 
on the steep hills of the Fiora Valley, Clusium by the 
great fortified villages on the Mountain of Cetona, 
and so on, in a relationship that shows strong analo
gies with the major Latin cities and with the villages 
on the Alban Hills, very prominent in the Final 
Bronze Age.

The village culture of the Final Bronze Age pro
foundly influenced the future organization of the Etr
uscan (and Latin) city-states. Several religious and 
social features of the city life of later centuries are 
derived directly from this period. The most important 
of these is the institution of the curiae (literally 
“reunion of men”, from *co-vir-ia). Curiae are well 
attested as the crucial form of social and political 
organization of the early Roman world, but are also 
known in Etruria: thus, a Caeretan inscription of the 
early imperial age mentions a curia Asernia (Corpus 
Inscriptionum Latinarum XI 3593) and recently 
archaeology has unearthed, in the centre of ancient 
Tarquinia, an open air shrine of the 10th century 
(referred to above) which has been interpreted as a 
curia (Torelli [1988a] 129ff.). As the Roman example 
informs us, the curiae, preserved in historical times 
because of their great religious significance, had a 
pivotal importance for the establishment of collective 
political power, the imperium, formally acquired by 
the rex (and subsequently by the republican magis
trate) through the rite of the comitia curiata, the 
assembly of the curiae, which was still performed in 
the late Republic and possibly even in the early 
Empire, though in a perfunctory way by the sole lic- 
tors with the fasces (De Martino [1972a] 106ff.). All 
these circumstances tend to suggest that the roots of 
power and of political organization of the early cities 
of Etruria and Latium are to be found in the primitive 
organization of village society in the Final Bronze 
Age.

Fig. 2. Clusters of settlements as shown from the application of the 
‘Polygons of Thyssen’ in Southern Etruria in the Final Bronze Age 
(after Di Gennaro).

3. The First Steps of the Etruscan City: 
the Emergence of the Villanovan Society 
Even though we cannot consider it an integral part of 
the process of the genesis of urban centres, the Final 
Bronze Age settlement is nevertheless a fundamental 
and direct antecedent of the historical city. In the 
clusters of villages of that period, as reconstructed by 
archaeological research, it is not difficult to detect 
which particular settlement - sometimes not even the 
most prominent one of the cluster - was destined to 
emerge in the Early Iron Age as the leading com
munity and dominant centre of a particular cluster and 
finally as the socio-political centre of a historical city, 
very likely after a period of fierce fighting and 
military confrontations. In Etruria the Protovillanovan 
culture was now replaced by the distinct Villanovan 
culture (9th-8th centuries),14 characterized by great 
uniformity and by strong military aspects. The Villa
novan culture was diffused in Etruria and in areas of 
the Italian peninsula, such as Central and South 
Campania and the eastern valley of the Po river, 
where in historical times we find Etruscans estab
lished and fighting their neighbours, often the 
previous inhabitants of the areas, viz., Celtic, Venetie 
and Umbrian tribes in the north, Oscans and Cam-
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Nearly Exclusively 
inhumation tombs

Fig. 3. Iron Age cultures of Italy (after Bar- 
toloni).

panians of Italic stock in the south (Fig. 3). Since the 
spread of the Villanovan culture overlaps almost per
fectly with the historical diffusion of the Etruscans,15 
the obvious conclusion seems to be that the cultural 
background of Etruscan urban civilization was the 
rise of the Villanovan culture, though at the very 
beginning the Villanovan settlement pattern appears 
still to be in villages, very similar to that of the 
previous period. But it is important to note that the 
urban development of the Early Iron Age takes place 
in an environment which is different from that of the 
Final Bronze Age, dominated by settlements on steep 
hilltops: the historical Etruscan cities, whose process 
of urbanization takes place between the 9th and the 
7th centuries, i.e. in the Iron Age and in the Oriental
izing period, are invariably situated on very gentle 

hills near extensive plains and water courses, which 
indicates that cultivation of crops has now acquired 
a definite economic superiority over husbandry. 
Another factor of economic growth, as archaeology 
has shown, is the exploitation of vast iron and copper 
ores (Elba, Tolfa Mountains, Mine District in the 
modem Maremma) which was now of much greater 
importance than in the past. The excellent geo
graphical position of the emerging centres must 
have enormously favoured commercial exchange, 
stimulated by the mining activity and by the consider
able surplus derived from the greater profitability of 
agriculture.16

At the beginning of the 9th century then, we wit
ness the appearance of two interlocking phenomena: 
the rise of early cities and a gigantic effort of colo
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nization of new arable land, undertaken by the Vil- 
lanovans (i.e. the Proto-Etruscans) both in the original 
areas of the Villanovan civilization (i.e. Etruria 
proper), and outside it, towards the south in the fertile 
regions of Campania and towards the north in the vast 
plains of the eastern Po Valley (Torelli [1981a] 35ff.). 
As far as cities are concerned, we can map the almost 
impalpable contours17 of the settlements that are in the 
process of developing into the historical Etruscan 
towns. This, of course, is true only for the cities of 
southern Etruria, since the birth of the towns in 
northern Etruria and in the Etruscan colonies of Cam
pania and of the Po valley is somewhat slower, in 
some instances even dating as late as the 6th century.

Etruscan urbanization, however, does not follow 
uniform paths, as is shown by the different patterns 
of urban growth at Tarquinia and Veii, the two major 
towns of south Etruria. In both cases we possess 
detailed information, and both cities testify to the 
embryonic character of urbanization during the Early 
Iron Age (9th century). In the area of what was to 
become the city of Tarquinia, a vast and undulating 
plateau (about 150 hectares) surrounded by water 
courses and easy to defend, new excavations have 
brought to light the Protovillanovan shrine referred 
to above, which functioned continuously till the 
3rd century, possibly as the place for religious 
ceremonies and assemblies of a local curia. The new 
discoveries are very important, for they prove that the 
area of the historical town was already being used in 
the Final Bronze Age, in the same way as many early 
Latin towns were. In the Early Iron Age, i.e. between 
the 9th and the first half of the 8th century, we see the 
sudden growth of at least ten separate cemeteries, 
connected with this area and with a number of other 
villages of the Final Bronze Age, of which however 
only three or four have been explored or clearly 
located on the ground (Fig. 4).

All these villages and their cemeteries appear to 
gravitate around the area of Tarquinia,18 though only a 
few of them are actually placed inside the perimeter of 
the future town. The existence of villages close to the 
site of the historical city can be inferred from the 
cemeteries of Civitucola, Poggio dellTmpiccato, 
Poggio Selciatello di Sopra, Poggio Selciatello di 
Sotto, Poggio Gallinaro, Poggio Quarto degli Archi 
and Fosso San Savino. Other settlements and their 
dependent cemeteries appear to be situated at some 
distance from the site of the historical city of Tar
quinia, but still in the range of two to four kilometers: 
this is for instance the case of the best explored vil
lage, the one on the site of Calvario, on the plateau of

Fig. 4. Tarquinia, settlements and cemeteries. Settlements (in 
black): 1. Calvario; 2. Cometo; 3. Macchia della Turchina; 4. Cor
neto (?); 5. Civita; 6. Saline; 7. Pian della Sorgente. Cemeteries (in 
white): 1. Civitucola; 2. Poggio dellTmpiccato; 3. Poggio Selci
atello; 4. Poggio Selciatello di Sopra; 5. Poggio Quarto degli Archi; 
6. Fosso San Savino; 7. Arcatelle; 8. Le Rose; 9. Villa Falgari; 10. 
Poggio Gallinaro (after Torelli).

Monterozzi, which included around thirty huts on an 
area of about two hectares (Linington et al. [1978] 
3ff.; Linington et al. [1982] 117ff.; Fig. 5) and had its 
cemetery nearby, on the site of Arcatelle, south-west 
of ancient Tarquinia. We know of other villages 
located on the same system of hills as the plateau of 
Monterozzi, close to, but clearly separated from, that 
of Calvario. One such “village” was found during 
excavations in the last century near the site of Cometo 
(the medieval name of the modern town of Tarquinia), 
to be linked with the necropolis of Le Rose.

Another is the village at Infemaccio, whose ceme
tery was at Villa Falgari. This impressive cluster of 
small villages includes also more distant settlements, 
placed in the range of five to ten kilometers towards 
the east, such as Macchia della Turchina and Poggio 
della Sorgente, not to mention the even more distant 
Villanovan village at Saline, some 12 km south-west 
of the ancient town of Tarquinia, destined to become 
the port of Tarquinia in the late 7th century, Gravisca. 
Around the middle of the 8th century the situation 
undergoes a radical change. The villages on the 
plateau of Monterozzi (and on the attached hill of 
Corneto) are abandoned and the small cemeteries west 
and north-west of the other plateau of Civita disappear 
simultaneously, and the synoecism of Tarquinia on
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Fig. 5. Tarquinia, Calvario, 
one sector of the village with 
five huts (after Bartoloni).

the wide plateau of Civita is now accomplished (Fig. 
6). We can describe this synchronous phenomenon, 
almost paradoxically, in the following manner: the 
“victorious” settlements, situated on the plateau of 
Civita, lose their cemeteries, and the “defeated” settle
ments, those located on the plateaus of Monterozzi 
and Cometo, become the area of a single, vast necro
polis of a unified city. Invisible up to the middle of the 
8th century, the urban centre suddenly surfaces from a 
galaxy of villages.

The formation of Veii, on the other hand, shows 
some analogies with, but also significant differences 
from, that of Tarquinia. Archaeological excavations in 
the area of the historical city have revealed scant evi-

Fig. 6. Unified settlement (Civita) and cemetery (Monterozzi) of 
Tarquinia in the Orientalizing period (7th century). Circles indicate 
the monumental tumuli; 1. Poggio Gallinaro; 2. Infernaccio (two 
tumuli); 3. Doganaccia (two tumuli); 4. Poggio del Forno (after 
Torelli).

dence of Final Bronze Age occupation - just one Pro- 
tovillanovan tomb,19 found in the middle of the crowd 
of Villanovan pit and trench graves in the Casale del 
Fosso cemetery.

It is very likely that the settlement to which this 
tomb belonged should be found on the plateau where 
the historical town of Veii developed; still, the impor
tance of the Protovillanovan period in this area seems 
to have been minimal. This feeble trace of the Final 
Bronze Age is followed by the usual 9-8th century 
“explosion” of Villanovan settlement, which is 
situated on this huge (about 180 hectares) and rel
atively flat plateau (Fig. 7), which is easily defensible 
and delimited by small rivers. A number of apparently 
small villages have been located in various places on 
this plateau (Guaitoli [1981] 79, Fig. 1), to which 
belonged two vast cemeteries, Quattro Fontanili and 
Grotta Gramiccia, situated east and north of the settle
ment area, on two adjoining low hills. Yet, archae
ological explorations have located an independent 
Villanovan settlement at nearby Piazza d’Armi, a 
separate small hilltop very close to the southernmost 
tip of the main plateau and provided with an indi
vidual cemetery, that of Valle La Fata, placed to the 
west: this small settlement, now under intensive 
excavation, appears to have been abandoned in the 
late 6th century and, in spite of its separation from the 
main part of the actual city, to have survived the 
synoecistic process, which at Veii, as at Tarquinia, 
takes place around the middle of 8th century or a little 
later (Fig. 8). Unlike at Tarquinia, we have at Veii no 
unified cemetery: each main Villanovan necropolis 
continues to be used as a cemetery during the Ori
entalizing and Archaic periods (7th-6th century), 
those of Picazzano and Casale del Fosso-Riserva del 
Bagno, continuations of the two Iron Age cemeteries 
of Quattro Fontanili and Grotta Gramiccia respec-
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Fig. 7. Veii, settlements and cemeteries. Settlements (in white): 1. 
Piazza d’Armi; 2. to 27. Finds of the Villanovan period from the 
plateau. Cemeteries (in black): 1. Grotta Gramiccia; 2. Quattro 
Fontanili; 3. Valle La Fata (after Torelli).

Fig. 8. Veii in the Orientalizing period (the archaic city walls are 
marked with a continuous line where preserved, with a dotted line 
where reconstructed). The areas of the cemeteries are printed on the 
map; circles indicate the monumental tumuli (the other tumuli of 
Monte Aguzzo and Quaranta Rubbie are placed outside the map): 1. 
Monte Campanile; 2. Monte Oliveto; 3. Vaccareccia (after Torelli).

tively. Veientan synoecism seems to have been less 
coherent and slower than that of Tarquinia, perhaps as 
a consequence of a more compact character of the 9th 
century settlement, which in its turn appears to be the 
product of a more unified process of “colonization” of 
a land where the Protovillanovan groups might have 
been less active than in the Tarquinian area.

These two instances of synoecism are in a way 
emblematic of the formation process of many early 
cities of Etruria and of Latium. The case of Tarquinia 
is very similar to that of Clusium (and of Rome), 
while the birth of Veii shows similarities to that of 
many other Etruscan cities, such as Vulci, Falerii and 
Caere. Obviously, we can speak of synoecism and of 
processes of unification only for the leading cities of 
Etruria. Actually, we know of a great many minor set
tlements grown from smaller and isolated villages that 
existed independently, with varying degrees of suc
cess, between the 9th and the 6th centuries. Good 
examples are the above-mentioned sites of Acqua- 
rossa and Murlo, which have revealed not only a 
series of clear instances of 7th and 6th century 

dwellings, but also two important buildings convin
cingly identified as regiae, residences of local kings 
(Torelli [1985] 21ff.; Torelli [1992] 249ff.). In a 
process that started during the 7th century and ended 
in the final years of the 6th century, and in perfect and 
significant synchronism with the rise of republican 
regimes in all the major cities of Etruria and Latium, 
these minor sites one by one fell easy prey to the 
leading centres and were invariably destroyed and 
abandoned after their conquest; the victorious towns 
took great advantage of such gradual expansion, 
from which they acquired land and population that 
greatly contributed to their economic and demo
graphic growth. The conquest of the smaller centres 
resulted in the formation of vast territories around the 
major towns, a process that came to an end only in the 
last years of the 6th century in connection with the 
emergence of the dodecapolis of the so-called Etr
uscan League. At the same time the monarchies were 
replaced by aristocratic constitutions, and that marks 

t the final stage in the long process of urbanization of 
the chief cities of Etruria: the Etruscan Dodecapolis 
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had emerged. Each city covered an area of from 60 to 
180 hectares, and was located in the middle of a large 
territory ranging between 500 and 1,500 km2. The Etr
uscan city-states were destined to survive until they 
came under Roman rule after the wars of conquest in 
the 3rd century.

4. The Social Foundations of 
the Etruscan City
The Villanovan “colonization”, which began in the 
early 9th century and undoubtedly continued all 
through the 8th century, represents the demographic 
corner-stone on which the Etruscan city was built and 
initiated a process which again has strong analogies 
with the contemporary development of the city in 
neighbouring Latium. Without this impressive move
ment of population and the corresponding appro
priation of land, we cannot understand the social 
background of the genesis of the city-state in Etruria 
and Latium, events that we may consider virtually 
simultaneous. Yet this impressive land appropriation 
is not the sole cause responsible for the rise of the 
Etruscan city: though to some extent still depending 
upon the Villanovan colonization, other interacting 
factors too, both socio-economic and ideological, 
provided a fundamental contribution to the rise of the 
Etruscan city.

Judging from our main archaeological source, the 
grave contents of the vast Iron Age cemeteries, the 
early Villanovan culture (9th century) might be 
described as the product of an egalitarian society, 
where distinctions among the members of the group 
were not drawn along lines of class, but only along 
lines of sex and age (Torelli [1974-75] 3ff.). More
over, few graves contain peculiar objects which mark 
them as graves of individuals in possession of special 
roles, such as those of priest or tribal chieftain (Torelli 
[1996] 333ff.). It is likely, however, that social differ
ences based on economic conditions were already 
apparent, or, better, in the process of formation (ibid.}', 
but the severe ideology regulating the burial rites pre
vent these embryonic social distinctions from be
coming fully recognisable to the archaeologist. 
Around the middle of the 8th century, the material cul
ture revealed by the grave contents in the ever larger 
Villanovan cemeteries indicates the appearance of 
class differences and the formation of a powerful, but 
small aristocratic segment of population, which was 
destined to grow enormously in the late 8th and 
early 7th centuries and to become the ancestor of 
the historical Etruscan principes, as our sources 

repeatedly call the individuals who formed the domi
nant group in the cities of Etruria (Torelli [1981a] 
53ff.). Imbued with Oriental and Greek luxurious 
customs, such aristocrats carefully exploited and 
paraded the paraphernalia of the splendour of Eastern 
kings to increase their own power.20 Such attitudes on 
the part of these early Etruscan aristocrats contributed 
in the following two or three generations to the 
destruction of the old social order founded on kinship 
and on sex and age group distinctions, i.e. the Final 
Bronze Age society of the curiae, which, as we have 
seen, still existed in the Early Iron Age. The large 
Villanovan cemeteries now suddenly disappear 
though quite often a sort of symbolic memory of them 
seems to be present in isolated princely chamber 
tombs under monumental tumuli of the Early and 
Middle Orientalizing period (Figs. 6 and 8) that were 
built on the site of previous Villanovan cemeteries.21 
The end of the old Villanovan cemeteries, heirs of the 
large “Urnenfelder” of the Protovillanovan period, 
and the almost simultaneous appearance of chamber 
tombs in the course of the 7th century are the clearest 
signs that the birth of the Etruscan city cannot be 
separated from the swift emergence of the early 
aristocracy.22 Furthermore, in the endemic military 
conflicts between the different settlements from the 
Early Iron Age onwards, the growing need for larger 
armies and the introduction of Greek hoplite warfare 
no doubt acted as a powerful stimulus for the creation 
of larger and larger groups under the control of 
the aristocrats:23 the 7th and 6th century Etruscan 
figurative representations of kings and aristocrats as 
Homeric heroes on the otherwise obsolete chariot, but 
at the head of a hoplite phalanx (Torelli [1992]), are 
rather eloquent in this regard and help to explain the 
atmosphere in which the archaic aristocracy of Etruria 
became the ruling class of the country.

The power of these Etruscan principes rested on a 
complex organization of production, which we may 
describe as serfdom, a servitus whose members are 
referred to by ancient Greek sources with such terms 
as oiketai, penestai and pelatai, analogous with those 
employed by the same sources to describe the serfdom 
of Thessaly and of other peripheral areas of Greece.24 
The term used by Greek historians to describe the 
behaviour of the Etruscan masters, Tpu<pr|, “luxurious 
idleness”, appears picturesque to us, but it may be 
considered a very effective way of emphasizing the 
typical attitude of the Etruscan ruling class, viz., to 
use luxury as a powerful ideological instrument to 
maintain social control over the servz (cf. Ampolo 
[1984] 469ff.).
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In inscriptions of the 7th century the birth of the 
aristocratic system in Etruria and in Latium (and later 
in other areas of Italy, such as Samnium, Campania 
and Umbria), is reflected in a generalized use of 
a very peculiar onomastic system, based on the 
coupling of a single name, the praenomen, desig
nating the individual, with a nomen gentilicium, 
derived from an old patronymic which was in its turn 
formerly a personal name (Colonna [1977] 175ff.; 
Menager [1980] 148ff.). In Rome, and presumably in 
Etruria as well, this system designated the bearers as 
members of a. familia, an extended family controlled 
by the paterfamilias, a patriarchical figure of extra
ordinary power. The onomastic system is a very clear 
indication that this society was founded on the 
transmission of the familial land allotment, called 
heredium (from herus “master”): therefore the fam
ilial group was in theory named after the original 
possessor of the land allotment, the first paterfamilias 
of the group, whose individual name was transformed 
into an adjective functioning as a fixed part of the 
onomastic system of the group, the nomen gentili
cium, transmitted through generations. With the 
development of the early social differences and con
flicts, the familia begins to include individuals who, 
though originally non-kinsmen. had made formal sub
mission to the victor or to the head of the most pow
erful group: this act, which Roman legal sources call 
infidem clientelamque venire, implied the partial loss 
of the personal freedom of those who, according to the 
verbal meaning of the formula, after a formal submis
sion had became members of the familial group of the 
victor with the obligation to work for the masters, and 
to follow them in case of war, and to assume the new 
master’s gentilicium instead of their original one. In 
these cases the gentilicium is not a designation of 
familial descent, but simply a stereotyped indication 
of membership in an extended family group, the gens, 
that included both kinsmen and non-consanguineous 
individuals. By the middle of the 7th century, even 
though a number of free peasants must have survived 
the rise of aristocratic power, the principes had been 
able to take control of a considerable part of the arable 
land and the labour of substantial masses of subject 
men. The dominant mode of production thus estab
lished was destined to survive for centuries, in 
southern Etruria up to the 4th century, in the northern 
cities, such as Clusium or Perusia, until the end of the 
3rd century, when the former servi were given more or 
less extended political rights.25

Archaic and classical inscriptions show that the Etr
uscan oiketai/servi had no gentilicium. From this we 

may infer that the Etruscan servi were of partially 
unfree status, by which they presumably were bound 
to the land more than to their domini. This is sug
gested by the fact that their later enfranchisement did 
not imply the acquisition of a gentilicium derived 
from that of their former master as happened with 
Roman freedmen, but from their older individual 
name.26 As we have just seen, it has been reasonably 
argued that the Etruscan servitus shows strong analo
gies with the Roman clientela (Torelli [1988c] 24Iff.), 
a statement frequently repeated in recent literature. It 
is, however, appropriate to emphasize the fact that, in 
spite of the similarities, the Roman institution, be
cause of the personal character of the bond between 
patronus and cliens, had a much more unstable char
acter than the Etruscan servitus, which shows instead 
the type of stability implied by a bond between the 
serf and the land to which he is attached. We should 
also remember that even in the Archaic period the 
clientes in Rome apparently enjoyed civil rights, a 
prerogative denied to the Etruscan servi, if we under
stand the sole exhaustive account of their social con
ditions correctly, a description of the revolt of the 
local servi against the principes at Volsinii in 265 (see 
Torelli [1981a] 257f.). Actually, our sources make 
clear that the Etruscan servi not only shared the exclu
sion from commercium and conuhium rights with the 
upper classes which marked the social condition of 
Roman plebeians and clients, but, unlike the Roman 
clientes, were originally also excluded not only from 
all sorts of public office, minor magistracies and reli
gious charges, but even from military service.27 
Again, Etruscan epigraphical evidence of the 6th and 
5th centuries demonstrate that craftsmen,28 with very 
few and questionable exceptions,29 were designated 
by individual names, which gives them a social status 
similar to that of the servi. In conclusion, Etruria had 
nothing comparable to the Roman plebs, another 
important difference between the social composition 
of the urban population in Rome and in Etruria.

5. The Religious Foundations of 
the Etruscan City
While the social setting of Etruria (and Latium) 
between the Late Iron Age and the Archaic period 
underwent profound changes, the religious founda
tions of the early Etruscan (and Roman) city-state 
continued to rest firmly on the Bronze Age practice of 
auspicia, the pan-italic rite of divination through bird
watching which endowed the kings with possession of 
imperium, i.e. the absolute control of judicial and mil- 
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itary affairs (cf. Magdelain [1968]). The religious 
ritual of the augurium, from which the investiture of 
the auspicia derived, put significant emphasis on the 
hilltops, where it was customary to take the auspicia. 
This detail is consistent with the primary role of set
tlements on mountains and steep hills which is a char
acteristic of Etruria and Latium during the Final 
Bronze Age. It is not a coincidence that the Etruscan 
terminology used in the religious ceremonies30 - 
which surely reflects very early conceptions - in
cludes a whole range of terms with strong political 
connotations, such as ci Id, medium, spur and me% 
rasna, meaning, respectively, arx, ager, urbs and res 
publica. Our sources emphasize a formal opposition 
between cild, medium and spur, basically the same 
known in the Osean politico-religious language, 
which opposes ocar to touta, i.e. arx to civitas (Pros- 
docimi [1978] 624ff.), where the arx is thought to be 
the centre of the whole of the community. The arx, the 
hilltop site and the location of the rite of the 
augurium, had, accordingly, a crucial role in the for
mation of the Etruscan (and Latin) city-state: it is 
worthwhile remembering that the arx of Praeneste is 
situated where the modem village of Castel San Pietro 
is: on top of a mountain over 700 meters high, about 
10 kilometers from the centre of the town, located 
some 300 meters below (Torelli [1989b] 15ff.). The 
site of the arx could then be largely separated from 
and even independent of the main area of the town, 
but it was always considered the main focus of polit
ical life during the early days of the city-state in the 
Italian area, in much the same way as it had been 
during the religious and political experience of the 
tribal villages in the Final Bronze Age.

In spite of some formal analogies, the role of reli
gion and religious ideology in the formation of the 
city of the Etruscan, Latin and Italic areas appears to 
be profoundly different from the role of religion in the 
creation of the Greek polis. As already Fustel de 
Coulanges saw,31 in the Greek world religion played a 
crucial role as a unifying factor of the city-state, since 
the koinonia - the “partnership” - of cults, i.e. of the 
beliefs and the related ceremonies belonging to dif
ferent groups, enhanced the sense of membership in 
the same human society and thence of belonging to 
the same town: the ancestral cults were placed “in the 
middle”, èv péoep, by the members of the early com
munities on their way to giving political and material 
form to the polis. In the Etruscan and Roman world, 
much more significant than the community of cults 
was the celebration of power by rituals of tribal origin, 
unveiling the character of military conquest and sub

jugation implied by the synoecistic process. The 
Roman Septimontium is an Early Iron Age festival 
which sheds light on the remarkable degree of unifica
tion reached by the city already in the 8th century; but, 
by contrast with the great Greek festivals, it does not 
involve the worship of a particular divinity whose cel
ebration was crucial for the birth of the polis', without 
involving a definite deity it aims instead at the per
formance of a collective magic rite. Yet another fun
damental feature of the early religion played a great 
role in the life of the early Etruscan (and Latin) city- 
state - the gentilicial cults, which were vitally impor
tant for the political cohesion of the various aristo
cratic groups. This is revealed by our scanty literary 
sources and, much more importantly, by the archae
ological discovery of a few regiae, both in Etruria and 
in Latium, dating to the 7th and (mostly) the 6th cen
tury, i.e. to the age of the transition from the older 
form of non-hereditary kingship of tribal origin to the 
new type of monarchy similar to Greek tyrannical 
government. In these sometimes huge and sumptuous 
buildings, the figurative friezes stress the fundamental 
importance of the structures for the celebration of 
ceremonies connected with the gens (Torelli [1992]), 
such as marriages, games, symposia and the apothe
osis of the head of the house. Our literary sources 
record that some of these princely houses - e.g. that of 
Valerius Publicóla - were destroyed in the early days 
of the republican state and replaced by temples.33 This 
detail helps us not only to obtain precious information 
about the birth of the republican regimes, a widely 
disputed theme in modern historiography,34 but also to 
understand the political ambiguity of these princely 
houses, which possessed both a public and a private 
character: they were at one and the same time princely 
dwellings and places for the celebration of ceremonies 
which were considered crucial for the cohesion of the 
large groups that formed the gentes. The considerable 
importance of the gentilicial cults in the social and 
political scenario of the early Etruscan and Latin city- 
state may perhaps be seen as a sort of confirmation of 
the “federal” nature of the early city-states of Latium 
(and Etruria), a “federalism” which several historians 
of Roman law have conjectured in order to explain the 
relationship between the earliest curiate structure and 
the social organization based on familia and gens with 
their peculiar familial rites (De Martino [1972a]).

At the end of the 6th century, regiae decorated with 
friezes depicting the rituals of the royal (and aristo
cratic) power disappear, and, in conformity with the 
isonomie rules of the newly founded aristocratic 
republics, private houses no longer received architec



The Etruscan City-State 199

tural terracotta decorations: as Ehrenberg taught us, 
isonomia is primarily an aristocratic slogan, being at 
first “equality of Peers”. A new emphasis is instead 
put on monumental religious architecture, which 
emerges exactly in those years to which we may date 
the end of expenditure on private luxury in city dwel
lings as well as in tombs. As a matter of fact, after a 
rather slow beginning in the 6th century, there is a ver
itable explosion in the construction of temples and 
sanctuaries both inside and outside the Etruscan cities, 
contemporary with the diffusion of new architectural 
and decorative forms (Colonna [1985]). Etruscan tem
ples now show a definite plan, obeying very strict 
rules, the Tuscanicae dispositiones, as Vitruvius calls 
them, destined to become traditional throughout Etr
uscan (and Roman) architectural history. However, 
the new style of architectural fictile decoration, in
cluding painted plaques, moulded polychrome revet
ments and acroterial groups of mythical subjects, 
derived from that of the great city temples of the 
Greek colonies in Magna Graecia and Sicily (Colonna 
[1984] 396ff.; Colonna [1979] 3O3ff.), appears to be 
even more significant from the historical point of 
view, since it emphasizes the importance that the great 
ethnic models derived from the paradeigmata of Greek 
myth and Greek political institutions had for the life 
of the city-state. Similarly, at Rome the first great 
urban temples expressing a collective and political 
meaning - located in the Forum or on the adjoining 
Capitol - belong to the early days of the republican 
state, i.e. the last years of the 6th and the beginning of 
the 5th century, when both written and archaeological 
evidence (beginning with the temple of Jupiter Capi- 
tolinus) suggest the existence of a strong interest in 
large sacred buildings, which were virtually unknown 
in the previous two centuries of monarchic rule. As is 
the case in all the Etruscan cities, Roman sacred build
ings of the royal period, such as the Sant’Omobono 
temple or the (archaeologically unknown) sanctuary 
of Diana on the Aventine, are exceptions explicable 
only by the tyrannical character of the reign of Servius 
Tullius and his successor. Furthermore, their peri
pheral location definitely does not aim at stressing the 
political significance of the central area of the Roman 
Forum. After two centuries of Hellenization of gods 
(Torelli [1986]), the definitive Hellenization of the 
cults, in conjunction with the constitution of vast half
deserted subject territories around the great city- 
states, marks the birth of the twelve Etruscan repub
lican city-states of Greek type, ruled by powerful and 
wealthy oligarchs, that we know as the historical 
Etruscan Dodecapolis (Fig. 9).

6. Socio-Political Developments of 
the Etruscan City-State
Archaeological evidence proves that the birth of the 
republican state between the end of the 6th and the 
beginning of the 5th century was a roughly simulta
neous phenomenon throughout the territories domi
nated by the Etruscans. Some cities changed their 
constitutional system quite early, some did it slightly 
later, but the change was general. Also general was 
the subsequent establishment of an oligarchic consti
tutional order: the republics do not seem from the 
outset to have been oligarchies; and the emergence of 
oligarchies does not seem to have taken place before 
the second quarter of the 5th century. At that precise 
moment we witness the reduction of the quantity 
(though not of the quality) of grave goods and the 
concurrent end of the emphasis on public works and 
on great religious buildings which had started in the 
previous century:35 all these phenomena show that the 
ruling class had made a definite choice in favour of a 
radical policy of isonomy and austerity, a common
place of more or less stem oligarchic governments in

Fig. 9. The territory of Tarquinia in the mid-4th century with the 
capital city surrounded by a series of minor towns, later in Roman 
times destined to become independent as municipia (after Torelli).
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the ancient world, as the well known Spartan example 
reminds us. The apparent, continous development of 
cities in Etruria (and in Latium, always connected 
with the Etruscan socio-political situation) then comes 
to an abrupt end. The rigid control imposed by the 
Etruscan aristocracies over urbanization and over the 
consumption of luxury goods strongly limited the 
intense social mobility of the Archaic period and the 
great impetus of commercial exchanges with the 
Greek East, which had been the main source of supply 
for the conspicuous consumption of the early aristoc
racies during the 7th and 6th centuries; the end of the 
Greek presence around 490-480 in the emporion of 
Gravisca, the port of Tarquinia, is good evidence of 
the new social and political climate (Torelli [1977a] 
398ff.).

The consequences of such a policy for the urban 
population of the Etruscan cities, depending mainly 
on commerce and craftsmanship, were severe. From 
the Elogia Tarquiniensia’s reference to a bellum 
servile in 4th-century Arretium (Torelli [1975] 79ff.) 
and other similar references we learn that all over 
Etruria there was a sudden appearance of acute social 
distress, comparable to the social and political con
flicts between patricians and plebeians in Rome at the 
same period. The drastic reduction of consumption 
also affected the standard of living of the more back
ward neighbouring tribes, Samnites and Gauls, who 
lived on the borders of the more developed areas 
inhabited by the Etruscans and the Latins and had var
ious economic connections with them. During the 
Archaic period and up to ca. 470 the chieftains of 
these barbarian groups had easy access - frequently 
together with their clients - to the better-off Etruscan 
and Latin cities. One indication of such relations is the 
well-known arrival of the Claudian tribe at Rome 
from the land of the Sabines in 495 (Livy 2.16.4). 
Another is the massive presence of Italic names in the 
lists of gentilicial names in many leading Etruscan 
cities such as Orvieto.36 Here they could settle with 
their clans, or, as was most frequently the case, have 
intense economic exchanges with their Etruscan aris
tocratic counterparts. They were interested in the 
acquisition of the products of Italic cattle and sheep 
and of cheap labour for agricultural and military pur
poses which these barbarian chieftains could easily 
provide through their dependants. We know that from 
the beginning of the 5th century onwards these tribes, 
abandoning their homelands, put strong military pres
sure on the city-states of Etruria, Latium and Magna 
Graecia, a process which ended with the conquest of 
large portions of these fertile and, we can easily 

imagine, long coveted territories. At the beginning of 
the 5th century the invasion by the Umbrian tribe of 
the Volscians deprived Rome of its primary source of 
grain, the Pomptine plain, and all through the subse
quent two centuries the Latins engaged in a mortal 
conflict against the Italic tribes of the Volscians, 
Equians, Sabines and Samnites, that ended with the 
foundation of the Roman conquest of Italy in the 4th- 
3rd centuries.

The Etruscan dominions outside Etruria proper suf
fered a much graver fate. While two great Greek 
colonies fell, Kyme (conquered by the Samnites in 
421) and Poseidonia (which fell in ca. 400 to the 
Lucanians, a tribe of Samnitic stock), in 423, Capua 
and the other Etruscan cities of Campania were con
quered by the Campanians - another tribe of Samnitic 
origin who had gradually infiltrated first the country
side and subsequently the towns and left to their 
former Etruscan masters only a small area around 
Salerno. Next, in the middle of the 4th century, after a 
century of continuous wars, the^Etruscan cities of the 
Po Valley, beginning at Bologna, were occupied by 
the Gauls, who also took possession of portions of 
land belonging to the neighbouring Venetie and 
Picene tribes, thus establishing their rule over a great 
part of northern Italy, that accordingly took the name 
of Cisalpine Gaul (Grassi [1991]).

As happened in Rome after the secular struggle 
between patricians and plebeians, the social conflicts 
gradually changed the internal political order of the 
Etruscan city-states. We have virtually no information 
about the constitutional organization of the earliest 
republican state of the Etruscans.37 The old Etruscan 
word for king, lau%ume, lat. lucumo, sometimes used 
as a praenomen (cfr. the Latin use of the term rex as a 
cognomen, as in the case of Q. Marcius Rex), survives 
in the calendar of the text of the Zagreb Mummy: in 
this famous liber linteus, the locative form lau/umneti 
designates a building connected with religious rituals, 
identical with the Roman regia, which we know was 
the seat of the rex sacrorum and as such had great 
importance for the performance of archaic rituals.38 It 
is, however, worthwhile remembering that both lit
erary and epigraphic sources record the exceptional 
presence of kings in some Etruscan towns much later 
than the end of the 6th century: referring to 432, Livy 
speaks of the abnormal presence of a king in Veii, a 
circumstance which caused the abandonment of its 
defence by the other aristocratic city-states of the 
Etruscan League of Fanum Voltumnae (Livy 5.1.3); 
similarly the Elogia Tarquiniensia records a king at 
Caere in connection with the war between Rome and 
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Tarquinia in 358-351 (Torelli [1975] 70ff.). As for the 
real exercise of power in the republican Etruscan city- 
states, Roman sources speak only of the local senate 
of the various towns, assemblies ruled by principes (a 
term apparently corresponding to SuvaTMTOtToi in the 
Greek texts) and they give no clue for the forms of the 
internal organization of the Etruscan city-states. As in 
the case of Latin inscriptions of the early Republic, 
Etruscan epigraphical texts of the 5th century do not 
furnish us with any example of titulature of the magis
trates which ruled the towns in the years up to the first 
half of the 4th century. However, a very early (ca. 
600) text from the Etruscan dominions in the Po 
valley, a decorated and inscribed cippus from Rubiera 
near Reggio Emilia,39 mentions a person who had 
been zilaO, the Etruscan term which in inscriptions of 
the 4th-2nd centuries usually corresponds to Latin 
praetor, another archaic instance of magisterial 
nomenclature, handed down to us by the famous 
golden tablets of Pyrgi (ET Cr 4.4. ca. 500), is 
zilac(al), a term which the Phoenician translation, 
however, apparently renders as “kingdom”. Con
fronted with these texts we have to infer that the office 
of praetor/zilaO existed already in the era of monar
chic and tyrannical rule in Rubiera and Pyrgi, i.e. in 
the 7th and 6th centuries respectively. As suggested 
by Bernardi many years ago for the early Roman mag
istrates40 this term might derive from that of the offi
cials who in the monarchic period were in charge of 
specific military offices as auxiliaries of the king.

Whatever might be the origin of the highest magis
trates of the Etruscan republics, in the later period 
(4th-2nd centuries) the government of all the Etruscan 
city-states appears to be headed by a board of two 
zilaO mexl rasnal, to be translated literally as “‘magis
trate’ of the res publica"-, they were both eponymous 
(just like the pair of Roman consuls) as shown by sev
eral documents,41 though we have some examples of 
eponymity of just a single zilaO.42 To have a single 
eponymous official is similar to the Roman consul 
sine collega, but we might also think of the princeps 
civitatis, witnessed by Servius (Aen. 11.669) for Etr
uscan city-states as an alternative to the rex. We have, 
apparently, also other types of zilaO, such as the zilaO 
et er au,45 formerly interpreted as a rather odd “praetor 
of the servi” on the almost certainly wrong equation 
etera - servus: now specialists seem to prefer the 
interpretation of etera as minor, which introduces the 
possibility of boards composed of magistrates of 
higher and lower rank and power into the rather uni
form picture of the constitutional order of the Etr
uscan city-states. This possibility may be used to 

explain another official term purO (and variants such 
as eprOnev), at least once associated with the title of 
zilaO me%l rasnal-.44 since the etymology of the term 
seems to be bound to Greek 7rpi)Tocviç, a word of Pre- 
hellenic origin implying power, purO and related 
words could have the meaning of “higher power, dic
tatorship”, as opposed to the concept of minority 
behind the office of zilaO eterau. There is, however, 
one case in which the term eprOnev may have a mere 
priestly meaning and denote a figure comparable to 
the Roman pontifex maximus.45 In other words, the 
head of government was a pair of zilaO me%l rasnal, 
who had, like the Roman praetores, both military and 
judicial powers, as is clearly shown by the recently 
uncovered but still unpublished bronze Tabula Corto- 
nensis, which contains a witness of a local zilaO 
me%l rasnal concerning property rights of private 
citizens of Cortona. Epigraphical evidence shows that, 
at least in the territory of Tarquinia (where more than 
one example has come to light),46 there were also 
praetors with a different competence, referred to as 
zilaOpar%is, of whom we can simply say that the fact 
that they are present only in the subject cities of 
Tarquinia seems to imply that they were responsible 
precisely for the small colonies in Tarquinian territory.

Another board of magistrates charged with public 
affairs is that of the maru, whose public sphere of 
activity appears highly probable because of the addi
tion of the word maru (or related terms such as 
marniü) to the adjective spurana, “urban”, Etruscan 
spur being identical to Latin urbs, as we have seen. 
Magistrates called maru are well attested in Umbrian 
towns under strong Etruscan influence, such as Assisi, 
where we hear of the activity of a board of five 
marones', the same word, maro, appears in the cog
nomen of the poet P. Vergilius Maro who was bom in 
the territory of Mantua, an old Etruscan town of the 
dominions in the Po valley, and who claimed to have 
Etruscan ancestors. The word is also used for priestly 
offices: in a well-known cursus honorum (ET Ta 
1.184) from Tarquinia (most of the inscriptions con
taining titles of magistrates come from this town) we 
find a marunux paxanati, undoubtedly a priest 
connected with the cult of Paxa, i.e. Bacchus, a detail 
which shows that the office could imply both civic 
duties and religious charges. In the light of all that, the 
best parallel to the maru is the Roman aedilis. As 
shown by its etymology, the Latin aedilis (derived 
from aedes, “temple“) was originally an official in 
charge of a sanctuary: initially the aedilis plebeius 
was a religious official of the Aventine temple of 
Ceres, Liber and Libera and only later was he invested 
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with public responsibilities such as the control of the 
market, an office to be compared with the Greek ago- 
ranomos. As the example of Gravisca shows, we 
should remember that up to the beginning of the 5th 
century markets were held in sanctuaries and in con
nection with religious festivals. It is, however, note
worthy that - as in the case of the zila6 paráis - the 
offices of marunux and marunuxva surface almost 
exclusively in the minor towns in the territory of 
Tarquinia, where the office of zilad, if unspecified, is 
said to have been held tarxnalöi, “in Tarquinia”.47

It is rare that terms connected with official posts of 
civic government are found in conjunction with 
priestly charges. The term cep en4* is to be compared 
with the cupencus, a Sabine word for sacerdos, 
used by poets and antiquarians. In Etruscan inscrip
tions, cepen is always found in conjunction with 
marunuxva (vel sim.);49 in the Zagreb sacred calendar 
it is, however, used without further specification, a 
circumstance which strongly supports the suggestion 
that it should be translated as “sacerdos”. Another 
priestly office is that of haruspex, a typically Etruscan 
priestly institution in which knowledge was rigor
ously transmitted inside the families of principes 
(Torelli [1988d] 109ff.), and therefore most likely of 
private relevance only. Its Etruscan name was natis5Q 
or netsvis5' and, in accordance with its transmission 
inside families, it is never attested in association with 
other priesthoods or titles of magistracies. In general 
we can say that, while there are good examples of 
individuals (in addition to haruspices) who had only 
priestly careers,52 magistrates seem to avoid mention 
of priesthoods in their cursus honorunr, far from being 
the result of minor prestige being attached to religious 
offices (which is most unlikely, considering the Etr
uscan attachment to religion), this fact seems to 
depend simply on epigraphical usage and finds a good 
parallel in Roman inscriptions up to the late Republic, 
in which the association of magisterial and priestly 
offices is extremely rare. We do, however, find excep
tions, namely some zilaO/praetors who served also as 
maru and cepen'.53 such cases show that, at least 
around the middle of the 2nd century (to which time 
the relevant inscriptions should be dated) the Etruscan 
republics, like Rome, had not legislated against the 
assumption of public priesthoods by magistrates.

The social problems in the Etruscan oligarchic 
cities, in conjunction with ethnic disturbances, led 
gradually to conspicuous changes in the class system 
established in the Archaic period. Our evidence is 
both archaeological and epigraphical. From the 
archaeological point of view, we must emphasize that 

the depopulation of the territories (referred to above) 
of the major Etruscan city-states in the late 6th cen
tury was no doubt a consequence of the interest of the 
dominant gentilicial groups in the extensive cultiva
tion of land and in stock-raising and was intimately 
connected with the triumph of oligarchy in the capital 
cities a few decades after the end of the monarchies. 
This form of land exploitation lasted in southern 
Etruria until the middle of the 4th century and in 
northern Etruria up to the end of the 3rd century: there 
is no clearer sign of the end of the oligarchic regimes 
than this radical change in the type of settlement in the 
vast territories belonging to the great Etruscan 
republics. Such a change finds close and (for south 
Etruria) contemporary parallels in the occupation of 
land in the major Latin towns: around the middle of 
the 4th century the Licinian and Sextian Laws of 
367/6 put an end to the monopoly of public offices 
and to the absolute control of the ager publicus by the 
patricians, who had held both these privileges for 
more than a century. The townlets, which we have 
seen to have been conquered and destroyed between 
the Iron Age and the Archaic period, were then par
tially rebuilt as forts or country villages (the oppida, 
vici and castella of our sources) for the defence of the 
vast territories of the historical city-states. Their 
reconstruction, together with the parallel development 
of small farms in the country side, signifies a new 
occupation and division of the land and the beginning 
of a different type of cultivation replacing the ex
tensive cultivation of the Classical period; this new 
land organization favoured the development of middle 
classes of various social and political standing, who 
profited from the end of the old oligarchic regimes in 
both Latium and Etruria. One of the best known cases 
of territorial rearrangement in the central years of the 
4th century is that of Tarquinia (Fig. 9; see Torelli 
[1981a] 217ff.). Between 400 and 350 we witness a 
sort of new colonization of the land possessed by the 
city-state since the end of the 6th century. This 
involved the foundation of small cities on or near the 
sites of the destroyed archaic centres: it is interesting 
to note that this colonization was headed by branches 
of some of the great aristocratic families of the capital, 
such as the Curunas at Tuscania.54 These small cities 
functioned like real Tarquinian colonies, to the point 
that, as we saw above (cf. ET Ta 1.184), offshoots of 
prominent local families could even become magis
trates of Tarquinia. In these small cities, clear signs 
of tendencies towards autonomy are noticeable during 
the almost two centuries of the process of Romaniza
tion (281-90). Thanks to recent excavations by the 
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Ecole Française de Rome at Musama55 we know, for 
example, of powerful economic patronage by the 
Aleönas, a well known local aristocratic family active 
in Musama since the 3rd century: just before the 
incorporation into the Roman state, this family sup
ported important building activity, thus providing a 
good example of interest in local affairs being 
stronger than that given to the former capital city of 
Tarquinia. As a consequence of such tendencies, after 
90 BC many of these small towns were considered as 
independent political entities and transformed into 
Roman municipia, as is certain for Ferentium, Tus- 
cana, Blera, Sorrina (Viterbo) and likely for Axia 
(Castel d’Asso), Orela (Norchia), Musarna, Comossa 
(Marta). The confiscation of half of the territory of 
Tarquinia by the Romans after their subjugation of the 
city in 281 caused the abandonment of other former 
subject cities, such as the unnamed oppida of San 
Giuliano, San Giovenale and San Giuliano, where the 
Romans must have proceeded to viritane divisions 
and (therefore) establish a Roman praefectura, the 
praefectura of Forum Clodii; the former port of Tar
quinia, Gravisca, became a maritime Roman colony in 
181, a century after the Roman conquest of Tarquinia. 
Yet another piece of archaeological evidence for such 
a transformation comes from chamber tombs of the 
major Etruscan city-states of the period from 350 to 
250; around the middle of the 4th century the grave 
contents of these tombs, mainly bronzes and pottery 
of Greek inspiration though strongly affected by local 
taste, yield evidence for the existence of this new 
“middle class” and of an active craftmanship, both 
were revived after more than a century at a standstill.

Moving to the epigraphical evidence, inscriptions 
containing data related to the onomastic system and 
especially those belonging to the so-called “Vorna- 
mengentile” system (cf. Rix [1963]), reveal that the 
old serfdom, established at least in the 7th century and 
surviving in Etruria all through the 5th century, had 
come to an end. We have emphasized that, in spite of 
strong similarities, the class structure of the Etruscan 
towns was different from that of Rome in important 
respects. However, the end of the Roman clientela as 
an important agrarian and military factor under the 
control of the patrician gentes, and the crisis of the 
Etruscan serfdom in the first half of the 4th century in 
southern Etruria and in the second half of the 3rd cen
tury in central and northern Etruria show strong sim
ilarities in respect of the consequences that both fac
tors had on the whole social and productive system. 
At the beginning of the 4th century, especially after 
the conquest of Veii and its vast territory in 396 (an 

event that virtually solved the old agrarian question 
that had troubled the Roman plebs), the economic use 
of clientela in the agrarian production in Rome was 
becoming increasingly obsolete and finally, in the 
second half of the same century, was ousted by a 
series of laws against nexum and usury passed by the 
new ruling class, the patricio-plebeian nobilitas.56 
Though it survived in marginal forms until the in
corporation into the Roman state, the end of serfdom 
in southern Etruria seems to have taken place more or 
less in the same period as the collapse of the old 
patrician state in Rome. As we have seen, in Northern 
Etruria the Etruscan serfdom survived much longer, 
till the 2nd century, and perhaps with further survivals 
even after the concession of citizenship to the Italian 
allies in the year 90, if the description of the Etruscan 
servi attributed to Posidonius is to be considered a 
direct observation of the author and not a quotation 
from an earlier writer.57

This peculiar class system had deeply influenced 
the political and civil life of the Etruscan cities and 
had undermined their capacity to resist the assaults of 
external enemies, Gauls in the northern dominions, 
Sabellian tribes in the Etruscan Campania and finally 
Romans in Etruria proper. As in all instances of oli
garchic government, either of the radical type, like 
that of the Spartans, or of a more moderate character, 
like that of many archaic cities of Ionia imbued with 
TpD(pf|, the Etruscan city-states suffered from a pecu
liar social defect, the oliganthropia,5* i.e. the “lack of 
men” due to a series of causes, ranging from the 
extreme limitation of their citizen bodies to the 
endogamy practised by the ruling class and to the 
endemic warfare that characterized the life of these 
city-states in Archaic and Classical times. As every
body knows, we have no population figures for 
ancient Etruscan city-states, but the oliganthropia cre
ated by warfare is borne out by a few data of great 
reliability - e.g. the figure of three pentekontorai 
given by Thucydides as the contribution from “some 
Etruscan cities” to the Athenian expedition against 
Syracuse, which indicates a contingent of no more 
than 150 hoplites.59 What happened in this period was 
precisely the enlargement of the body of citizens, 
through the enfranchisement of the former servi and 
the distribution of land. Though apparently they did 
not enjoy all civil rights, as is indicated by the 
epigrapic evidence,60 the new citizens were clearly 
admitted into the state and this was in order to give 
strength to the feeble armies of the city-states: the 
“colonization” of the territories of the major south 
Etruscan towns during the 4th century meant simply
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Fig. 10. The Etruscan Dodecapolis 
(after Weeber).

an overall distribution of land to these new citizens- 
soldiers, organized around oppida and castella, in 
reality small cities, as we have seen in the best studied 
case of Tarquinia, and comparable to the contem
porary Latin colonies founded all through Italy under 
the guidance of Rome.61 Archaeology shows that in 
the northern cities the distribution of land was instead 
more similar to the viritim divisions of the Romans, 
avoiding any central settlement of urban type: the 
former servi, easily spotted by their old praenomen 
transformed into a gentilicium (thence the German 
“Vornamengentile”) and by the innumerable small 
familial cemeteries spread across the vast territories, 
received their land in small farms, of which some 

examples have been explored in recent times.62 
Archaeological and epigraphical evidence shows that 
the Roman conquest seriously affected these new 
classes in the south: after the wars of conquest, the 
southern “middle classes”, impoverished because 
of the drastic confiscations of land, very soon 
disappeared, while the small farmers of the northern 
cities were severely hit after the Civil Wars by the 
foundation of Sullan and triumviral colonies, starting 
a process of land abandonment that did not stop until 
the Late Roman period (cf. Torelli [1984] 10Iff.; id. 
[1989a] 393ff.). The pro-Roman aristocracies of all 
the cities of Etruria were the sole beneficiaries of this 
final stage: as a matter of fact, at the very end they 
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were able to reacquire the land that was lost in the 
period of social unrest, thus returning to the country 
where they had started the long history of the Etruscan 
city-states.63
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The City-States in Latium

Tim J. Cornell

(Respondent: Carmine Ampolo)

Introduction: spatial and temporal limits
This paper deals with city-states in Old Latium 
(Latium Vêtus), the coastal region of Tyrrhenian cen
tral Italy bounded to the north-west by the rivers Tiber 
and Anio and to the east by the Apennines, the Monti 
Lepini and the Pomptine Marshes (see Fig. 1). These 
boundaries, however, are to some extent artificial and 
even potentially misleading in the present context. 
Although Old Latium represents a culturally unified 
region inhabited by people who were linguistically 
distinct (i.e. Latin-speaking), and who formed a self- 
conscious ethnic group (the Latini - “Latins”),1 its 
historical development cannot be studied in isolation, 
and the institutions and culture of its city-states can 
only be understood in a wider Italian context and with 
reference to neighbouring societies and cultures. The 
discussion that follows will therefore be only weakly 
constrained by its declared geographical boundaries, 
and I make no apology for frequently trespassing out
side the confines of Old Latium and into the territory 
of the Etruscans, Umbrians, and Campanians, and in 
particular into the region to the south-east of Old 
Latium which writers of the imperial period called 
“Greater Latium” (Latium adiectunï).

To set temporal boundaries is even more difficult. 
Written sources (mostly literary accounts of the Au
gustan age) date the foundation of Rome to the eighth 
century BC, and assume that cities existed elsewhere 
in Latium centuries before that. This literary tradition 
presupposes a world of city-states already at the time 
of Aeneas; Rome, on this view, was a latecomer - 
indeed the last of the Latin cities to be founded.2 How
ever, most modem scholars (and, one suspects, many 
ancient writers, including Livy) have regarded this 
tradition as completely legendary, and that is how it 
will be regarded here, in spite of recent efforts to 
rehabilitate it along “fundamentalist” lines.3

On the basis of archaeological evidence (the only 
secure information we have about archaic Latium), it 
is possible to set the beginnings of Rome as a city

state in the second half of the seventh century BC at 
the latest;4 and it is probable, though less certain, that 
the emergence of other city-states in Latium can be 
dated around the same time.

A more problematic question is when to set the ter
minal date at the opposite end of the scale. During the 
sixth and fifth centuries the city-states of Latium 
maintained their independence but were organised in 
a league allied to Rome. But during the fourth century 
they began to be absorbed, one by one, into the ever- 
growing Roman state. Tusculum was the first to be 
incorporated, in 381 BC, and became the first 
municipium - that is, a self-governing community of 
Roman citizens. Others followed in 338 BC after the 
so-called Latin War, when the Latin League was dis
solved and the majority of the remaining cities were 
incorporated as municipia. A handful retained their 
independence as Latin cities until the first century BC, 
but from 338 BC onwards Latin status meant that the 
city in question had a distinctive relationship with 
Rome rather than being part of a wider ethnic commu
nity.

The Romans also embarked on a programme of 
colonisation after the Latin War, by which they 
founded new communities on conquered territory, 
beginning with Cales in 334, and conferred Latin 
status on the newly founded colonies, even though 
they were outside Latium. The colonies became city- 
states in their own right, with institutions imposed by 
Rome but almost certainly modelled on those of the 
old Latin communities. By 200 BC the few remaining 
independent communities in Latium were only a small 
minority of the Latin name; the majority of Latins 
lived in the colonies, which were spread throughout 
Italy. Finally, after the Social War (91-89 BC), when 
all free inhabitants of Italy received the Roman citi
zenship, “Latin” ceased to be an ethno-linguistic term 
in any sense, and became a purely juridical category.

As far as Rome herself was concerned, her con
tinued expansion after 338 BC led to vast increases in
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Fig. 1. Map of Ancient Central Italy, from CAH2 VII.2.
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territory and population, but by replicating the device 
of the municipium she was able to retain many feat
ures of her original city-state structure.5 The resulting 
picture is perplexing. On the one hand it is arguable 
that Rome was still recognisably a city-state even in 
the late Republic; on the other hand, many of the 
essential features of a city-state had long since van
ished - notably a compact territory with a single urban 
centre, a militia army drawing on the part-time service 
of independent peasant proprietors, and a political 
system based on an assembly of citizens meeting reg
ularly in Rome. Judged by these criteria the city-state 
idea was already a hopeless anachronism in the third 
century BC, by which time Rome had surely forfeited 
any chance of membership of Mogens Hansen’s city- 
state club.6

At the same time, however, the extension of the 
municipal system and the continuing programme of 
colonisation gave the city-state idea a new lease of 
life; as a result the Latin city-state, as it had developed 
in the period down to around 300 BC, became the 
model for the later political reorganisation of Italy and 
the western provinces. The Western Empire came to 
consist of a patchwork of self-governing cities, classi
fied as municipia, coloniae, and native provincial 
communities (civitates'), that were gradually assimi
lated to a common pattern or ideal type. In spite of 
minor variations of detail, the main features of the 
model can be reconstructed from extensive documen
tary evidence, and in particular from the colonial and 
municipal charters that are preserved on bronze 
inscriptions of the late Republic and early Principate.7 
These charters all go back to one or more prototypes 
of the first century BC that were designed to incorpo
rate the communities of Italy into the Roman State 
after the Social War; and they in their turn contained 
the accumulated experience of centuries of organising 
municipal and colonial constitutions in Italy, begin
ning with the city-states of Latium in the fourth cen
tury BC.

There are good reasons for supposing that the 
municipal charters of the imperial period contain 
tralatitious elements going back to the earliest period 
of the Roman conquest of Italy. As an example we 
may note the sections that preserve traces of the 
strategic function of the earliest colonies. The other
wise puzzling chapter 103 of the Lex Coloniae Gene- 
tivae, which sets out the conditions under which the 
local magistrates are to defend the colony by calling 
up all able-bodied men under arms, makes little sense 
in the context of a peaceful Spanish province or 
indeed of Italy after the Social War; at that time all 

free Italians were subject to the Roman levy, and no 
longer served in independent contingents organised 
by local communities.8 The right of colonies to raise 
military forces in their own defence is best understood 
as a relic of their original military function, when they 
served as fortified outposts in conquered territory.

In this connection Carmine Ampolo has drawn my 
attention to the chapters concerning construction 
work: de munitioned At the time of the charters this 
provision covered public works in general, but it orig
inally referred to the building of the city’s defences by 
means of corvées. The word munitio is linked 
etymologically with moenia, “walls”, and munia, 
“corvées”. In the fourth and third centuries BC 
munitio would have referred precisely to fortifications 
built and maintained by the compulsory labour of the 
colonists.10 Here too, it seems, the imperial charters 
preserve elements that date back to the earliest period 
of Roman colonisation, as practised in the early 
Republic, when the Romans first began to reproduce 
the model of the Latin city-state.

If Roman provincial cities were organised 
according to this very ancient model, it follows that 
the category of “Latin city-states” can be taken to 
include all the cities of the Western Empire to the end 
of Antiquity. It should be noted, incidentally, that 
these communities undoubtedly fit the definition of a 
city-state as set out in the prospectus for this confer
ence - that is, a legislative, administrative and judicial 
unit possessing internal sovereignty over a given terri
tory and its inhabitants. To give a complete account of 
the cities of the Western Roman Empire is neither 
within my competence nor strictly part of my brief, 
which is the city-states in Latium, a rather different 
matter; my point, however, is that the city-states in 
Latium provided the model that the Romans artifi
cially reproduced and exported, first to the rest of Italy 
and then to the provinces. It is therefore legitimate to 
make inferences about the character of the city states 
of early Latium from the evidence of later Roman 
towns; and I have not hesitated to draw upon such evi
dence, and particularly on the epigraphic charters, 
where it has seemed safe to do so.

Origins and historical development of 
city-states in Latium
Latium Vêtus (Fig. 2) is a coastal plain intersected by 
spurs extending from the Apennines towards the sea. 
These outcrops provided defensible hilltop sites that 
were occupied by the first human settlements. During 
the early Iron Age many hill villages were estab-
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Fig. 2. Map of Latium Vêtus.

lished, often forming clusters on adjacent sites. Exam
ples include the settlements around the shores of Lake 
Castiglione, and the villages whose cemeteries have 
been found in the Alban Hills. Another such group 
comprised the hut settlements on the hills of Rome. 
Finds from these and other sites in Latium form a dist
inctive body of archaeological material that is nowa
days called the “Latial Culture” (cultura laziale).xx

During the eighth century BC the village communi
ties of Old Latium underwent a radical change. Five 
distinct processes can be highlighted.12 First, there is 
evidence of population growth in most of the settle
ment sites. Second, increasing craft specialisation is 
evident in the material record, most clearly in the 
increasing incidence of wheel-made pottery. Third, 
the appearance of exceptional wealth in some tombs 
indicates permanent social stratification and the emer
gence of a ruling aristocracy. Fourth, the archaeolog
ical evidence points to increasing contacts with the 
outside world, most probably to be explained by trade 
and other forms of exchange. In particular, the 
“princely tombs” just referred to contained a vast 
array of imported luxury objects, from Etruria, Greece 
and the Near East, and provide extensive evidence of 

the so-called “orientalising” phenomenon. Fifth, 
during this period the village settlements in many 
parts of Old Latium began to coalesce and to form 
larger nucleated settlements. This phenomenon is 
known to have occurred somewhat earlier in Etruria, 
and is especially clearly attested at major Etruscan 
sites such as Caere, Tarquinii and Veii. In Latium it 
certainly happened during the orientalising period at 
Gabii, Ardea, and at Rome itself, where the village on 
the Palatine expanded to include the Forum valley, the 
Velia and the Quirinal; at the same time the Esquiline 
became the chief cemetery.13 These developments 
cannot in themselves be held to mark an urban revolu
tion (though some scholars call it a “proto-urban” 
phase), but they created the necessary conditions for 
the rise of city-states proper, which made their appear
ance in Latium in the second half of the seventh cen
tury.

The key indicators of this latter phenomenon are:
(1) houses and other permanent buildings built of 
stone and with tiled roofs in place of the earlier huts;14
(2) formal organisation of urban space, with streets 
and public places laid out on a regular plan (including 
the first paving of the Forum in Rome);15 (3) literacy 
and the use of writing for social, commercial and 
administrative purposes;16 (4) communal religious 
activity at public sanctuaries which later, in the sixth 
century, saw the development of the first monumental 
temples. The earliest known temple in central Italy is 
the archaic temple in the Forum Boarium in Rome, 
dating from the early sixth century BC; in the suc
ceeding decades temples appeared at several urban 
sites in southern Etruria and Latium Vêtus - e.g. at 
Veii, Orvieto, Pyrgi, Lanuvium, Ardea, and Satricum; 
most of these were “poliadic” temples on the citadel 
or acropolis dominating the urban centre. The great 
temple to Rome’s patron deity, Jupiter Optimus Max
imus, was built on the Capitol at the end of the sixth 
century.17

These changes are important because they mark the 
formation of a self-conscious community and the 
operation of a centralised political authority; it is to 
this period, without doubt, that we can trace back the 
earliest political, military and religious institutions 
that are recorded in literary sources.18 It can be said 
that, during the later seventh and sixth centuries BC, 
the communities of Old Latium underwent two simul
taneous processes - of urbanisation and state-forma
tion. The result was the city-state.

It can be estimated that in the last decades of the 
sixth century there were around twenty city-states in 
Old Latium. Apart from Rome, we can identify the 
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following (in alphabetical order): Antium, Ardea, 
Aricia, Circeii, Cora, Crustumerium, Ficulea, Fide- 
nae, Gabii, Labici, Lanuvium, Lavinium, Nomentum, 
Pedum, Pometia, Praeneste, Tarracina, Tibur, Tus
culum, Velitrae.

Under its last king (Tarquinius Superbus) Rome 
was already by far the largest and most powerful city 
in Latium, and is said to have established some form 
of hegemony, a state of affairs reflected in the first 
Romano-Carthaginian treaty recorded by Polybius 
(3.22), and dated by him to the first year after the 
overthrow of the kings (508/7 BC).19 This situation 
was rapidly transformed, however, by the turbulent 
events that engulfed central Italy in the following 
years. These events can be summarised under two 
headings:

1. The Volscian Invasions. In the years around 500 
BC southern Latium was overrun by the Volsci, an 
Italic people who spoke a language similar to Um
brian and had migrated from the central Apennines. 
References in literary sources indicate that Cora and 
Pometia were in their hands by 495 BC (Livy 2.22.2), 
Antium and Velitrae falling shortly afterwards (Livy 
2.23.4). The Volscian presence is indicated by 
changes in place-names (Tarracina was renamed 
Anxur) and by archaeological evidence. At Satricum 
changes in burial practices suggest the arrival of new 
people at the beginning of the fifth century, a supposi
tion confirmed by the discovery in one of the graves 
of a Volscian inscription. It has been suggested that 
Satricum is the Volscian name of Latin Pometia, and 
that the two places are, in fact, identical.20

2. The Latin Revolt. After the fall of the kings 
Rome was faced by a revolt of an organised coalition 
of Latin cities. This anti-Roman alliance, which was 
organised by Tusculum and had its centre at Aricia, is 
known in modem books as the “Latin League”. This 
phase of Latin history is documented by an important 
text preserved by the Elder Cato, and was almost cer
tainly transcribed by him from an original inscription:

Egerius Baehius of Tusculum, the Latin dictator, 
dedicated the grove of Diana at Aricia. The following 
peoples took part jointly: Tusculum, Aricia, Lanu
vium, Lavinium, Cora, Tibur, Pometia, Rutulian 
Ardea ...21

The fragment has no context, and is unfortunately 
incomplete. It must date from before the Volscian 
invasions of the mid-490s, however, since the list of 
peoples includes Cora and Pometia; on the other hand 
Rome is unlikely to have appeared in the missing part 
of the list, and the most probable interpretation is that 
the inscription records a religious event organised by 

an anti-Roman alliance after the fall of the mon
archy.22

The struggle between Rome and the Latins culmi
nated in the battle of Lake Regillus (499 or 496 BC), 
and was finally resolved by the treaty of Sp. Cassius 
(493), which established peace and a defensive mili
tary alliance on equal terms between Rome and the 
Latin League. A few years later (in 486) a further 
alliance was formed, on similar terms, between Rome 
and the Hemici. The nature of these agreements is 
dealt with below.

The alliances enabled Rome and her allies to resist 
the encroachments of the Aequi and Volsci and per
haps saved Latium from being completely over
whelmed. Successful campaigns gradually recovered 
lost ground and allowed Rome and the Latins to found 
colonies on conquered territory, and to provide land 
for their victorious soldiers. The newly founded 
colonies became independent communities, with the 
same status as the existing Latin states; they were 
therefore known as Latin colonies (coloniae Latinae). 
Colonies known to have been established in the fifth 
century include Signia, Norba, Antium, Ardea, La
bici, and Velitrae; while Vitellia, Circeii, Satricum, 
Setia, Sutrium, and Nepet (the last two in South 
Etruria) were established early in the fourth century.

During this period Rome also expanded its own ter
ritory by absorbing some of its smaller neighbours. 
Crustumerium and probably Ficulea were incorpo
rated before 495 BC, Fidenae was destroyed in 426, 
and parts of southern Latium were conquered at the 
end of the fifth century. These annexations increased 
in scale and took on a new meaning with the conquest 
of Etruscan Veii in 396 and the incorporation of Tus
culum in 381.

By the mid-fourth century Rome’s expansion was 
seen as a threat by the Latins, who in 341 finally took 
up arms together with their southern neighbours, the 
Volsci, Aurunci, Sidicini and Campani. The ensuing 
“Latin War” ended in disaster for the Latins and their 
allies, and in 338 the Romans imposed a settlement 
whereby most of the old Latin and Volscian cities 
were incorporated in the Roman state with full citi
zenship. They included Antium, Aricia, Lanuvium, 
Lavinium, Nomentum, Pedum, and Velitrae, all of 
which became self-governing municipia. The other 
Latin cities remained theoretically independent allies 
of Rome, but were isolated and forbidden to have any 
dealings with each other. City-states in this category 
that are known to have survived down to the time of 
the Social War are Ardea, Circeii, Cora, Gabii, Norba, 
Praeneste, Setia, Signia, and Tibur.
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Some of these places continued to exist as func
tioning city-states (municipia) into the imperial 
period, but many declined. The coastal cities from the 
mouth of the Tiber to Tarracina (Lavinium, Ardea, 
Antium, and Circeii) all disappeared, in spite of 
efforts to revive them; Nero’s colony at Antium, for 
example, was a failure (Tacitus, Ann. 14.27). Others, 
including Gabii, Cora and Norba, were deserted by 
the time of Augustus, and even those that survived 
were reduced in size. The decline of the cities of 
Latium can be explained by a combination of factors, 
including the effects of warfare (many suffered badly 
in the civil wars of the 80s BC, especially Praeneste 
and Norba), and of malaria, which was endemic in the 
region (though there is no reason to think that it 
became more pestilential in the late Republic and 
Principate). In general the most important cause must 
have been the centripetal pull of the ever-growing city 
of Rome, which gradually reduced the surrounding 
regions to a vast suburbium.23 Increasingly the territo
ries of the Latin cities were absorbed by large private 
estates, and the slaves who worked them replaced the 
free population.24

Terminology
This section contains a brief discussion of relevant 
Latin terms. Apart from technical words such as colo
nia and municipium, which denote specific types of 
political community within the wider Roman state, the 
generic term for a self-governing community in classi
cal Latin is civitas. Syracuse is described as a most 
famous Greek state (nobilissima Graeciae civitas) by 
Cicero (Tuse. 5.66). In the Principate the provinces 
were subdivided into self-governing civitates, class
ified according to status as civitates liberae, foeder- 
atae, immunes, etc., or simply as civitates stipendia- 
riae (tax-paying communities). Although they were 
not necessarily city-states in the strict sense (Caesar 
uses the term frequently to describe the nations of 
Gaul), Roman rule inevitably brought about admin
istrative centralisation based on urban centres. British 
scholars have devised the term “czvztos-capitals” for 
these cities,25 which consciously adopted the institu
tions and structures of the Graeco-Roman city-state.

In spite of this general usage, however, civitas in 
the sense of “a state”26 is a secondary extension of its 
primary meaning, which is either “the quality of being 
a citizen” (i.e. “citizenship” - most obviously in the 
phrase civitas Romana), or “a body of citizens”.27 In 
the latter sense it means a political community, and 
thus comes close to res publica.

But in official usage the formal designation of the 
Roman State was populus Romanus,2* and populus 
qualified by an ethnic adjective was also the standard 
method of describing any Latin community in the 
Archaic period. The dedication to Diana at Aricia was 
made jointly by a group of populi - Tusculanus, 
Aricinus, Lanuvinus, etc. (Cato Origines fr.58 P, cited 
above). There is no known instance of the Roman 
people being formally called Romani, or the Prae- 
nestine people Praenestini, or the Lanuvian people 
Lanuvini. This is in marked contrast to Greek 
usage, according to which Athens was always “the 
Athenians” and Syracuse “the Syracusans”.

Roman diplomatic documents illustrate this con
trast. For example the lex Antonia de Termessibus of 
(probably) 68 BC records the grant by Rome of privi
leges to Termessus Major in Pisidia - or rather, to 
adopt the literal sense of the document, by the Populus 
Romanus to the Termenses Maiores Pisidae (Roman 
Statutes no. 19). Greek documents, on the other hand, 
translated the Roman formula “per comparationem”, 
that is by making it conform to Greek usage. Populus 
Romanus thus becomes ho demos ho Rhomaiôn or ho 
demos ton Rhomaiôn, never ho demos Rhomaios or ho 
Rhoma'ikos demos.29

In dealings with other communities, then, a Latin 
city-state was a populus\ as a community of citizens it 
was a civitas.30 A Res publica, on the other hand, was 
the possession of the People (as Cicero says, res pub
lica res populi - Rep. 1.39). It was literally a com
monwealth, in which the citizens were shareholders, 
and from which they might hope to receive divi
dends.31 The distinction between the three terms is 
interestingly brought out by Cicero in the de Repúb
lica ( 1.42). Having established ( 1.39) that a populus is 
“not any kind of collection of humans, congregating 
in any manner, but a numerous gathering brought 
together by legal consent and community of inter
est”,32 he goes on to say that “every people (which is a 
numerous gathering of the kind described), every state 
(which is an organisation of the populace), and every 
republic (which, as I said, is the property of the 
public) must be governed by a decision-making 
process ...etc.”33

It is clear enough, however, that in Cicero’s time 
none of these three concepts - populus, civitas, res 
publica - necessarily signified a city-state in the sense 
of a territorial unit with an urban centre. On the other 
hand, the words for urban centre (oppidum, urbs) have 
no political implications. An oppidum was simply a 
fortified place, and could apply equally to a town as to 
a hill-fort used as a temporary refuge (see further 
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below); an urbs, on the other hand, was an organised 
city, with public buildings, streets and planned open 
spaces; but in Roman thinking it was rigorously sepa
rated from the surrounding countryside and enclosed 
within a clearly marked sacred boundary (the pomér
ium'). The country which the city-state controlled (its 
territorium) was divided into rural districts (pagi), in 
which there may have been small concentrations of 
population in villages (vici) and sometimes small fort
ified outposts (castella, oppida). But the rural settle
ments (pagi, vici, oppida) always remained clearly 
distinct from the urbs, the city proper.

The conclusion is that there was no Latin term that 
precisely coincided with the notion of a city-state, and 
no exact Latin translation of polis. But with the devel
opment of urbanisation in the western provinces, and 
the gradual assimilation of all self-governing commu
nities to the model of the Roman (or Latin) munici
pium, the word civitas came more and more to signify 
an urban community; by the time of St Augustine urbs 
and civitas were virtually synonymous. The irony is 
that its modern derivatives - city, cité, città, ciudad 
etc. - have lost all trace of the original (political) 
meaning of civitas.

Fig. 3. Territories of the Latin city-states.

Territory and population
Even in the archaic period Rome was by far the largest 
and most powerful city-state in Latium. By the end of 
the sixth century the territory under its direct control 
embraced more than 800 km2. The average size of 
city-state territories in central Italy at this time was 
around 200 km2 (medium-sized examples include 
Lavinium 164, Frusino 190, Ardea 198, Arpinum 231. 
Anagnia 268), and the average population was prob
ably around 5000; but there were considerable varia
tions, especially in Latium Vêtus, where there were a 
number of small states with territories of less than 100 
km2 and populations of 2000 or less. Rome, with its 
comparatively extensive territory and a population 
that may have numbered around 35,000, simply 
dwarfed all its Latin competitors, the largest of which, 
Tibur, had a territory of some 350 km2 (see Figures 1- 
2). Rome also outranked its nearest Etruscan neigh
bours, Veii (562 km2), Caere (640 km2), and Tarquinii 
(663 km2).

A similar result can be obtained from a comparison 
of the size of the inhabited areas of the urban centres, 
insofar as this can be determined with any degree of 
accuracy. At the end of the sixth century Rome occu
pied an area of ca. 285 hectares.34 The Etruscan cities 
were somewhat smaller (e.g. Veii 194, Caere 150, 

Vulci 120), and the Latin cities smaller still (e.g., 
among those that can be measured, Ardea 80, Gabii 
70, Satricum 40, Lavinium 30: see Figure 3). By the 
early fourth century the balance was even more 
heavily weighted towards Rome. In 378 BC the urban 
area measured 427 ha (see below), and Roman terri
tory had almost doubled (to 1562 km2) with the 
annexation of Ficulea, Crustumerium, Fidenae, Tus
culum, and above all Veii; the population, even on the 
most conservative estimate, would have been in ex
cess of 50,000. The surviving Latin cities, on the other 
hand, are unlikely to have changed significantly since 
the sixth century.

Each of the city-states of Latium consisted of a 
single urban centre surrounded by a rural hinterland. 
This changed only when Rome began to absorb other 
city states as self-governing municipia, starting with 
Tusculum in 381. In this case there was no change in 
the physical structures: the city of Tusculum remained 
in being exactly as before, and it retained some con
trol over its territory and the persons who inhabited it. 
Like all subsequent municipia its territory had identi
fiable boundaries, and it continued to be, in some 
sense, the territory of Tusculum (ager Tusculanus), 
even though it was now part of the Roman state and 
its free inhabitants were Roman citizens. It formed
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a. Rome 822 km'
b.Tibur 351
c. Praeneste 262.5
d. Ardea 198.5
e. Lavinium 164
f. Lanuvium 84
g. Labici 72
h. Nomentum 72
i. Gabii 54
j. Fidenae 50.5
k. Tusculum 50
I. Aricia 44.5
m. Pedum 42.5
n. Crustumerium 39.5
o. Ficulea 37

Fig. 4. Old Latium. Relative sizes of city-state territories.
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part of the territory of Rome in this wider sense, but in 
strictly juridical terms it was not part of the ager 
Romanus.35 It is also uncertain how far the Tusculans 
were made subject to Roman law. We know of cases 
of municipal communities that had distinct legal sys
tems. For example, the inheritance laws at Arpinum 
were different from Rome’s (Cato, Origines 11.31 Ch. 
= fr.61 P).

In the middle Republic, therefore, the Roman state 
extended over a large territorial area that included 
several city states, each with its own territory and 
urban centre. Before the 380s and the invention of 
municipal institutions, however, Roman expansion 
had entailed the destruction of conquered towns and 
the removal of some or all of their populations to 
Rome. This is said to have happened in the cases of 
Alba Longa, Rome’s mother city, of the “Prisci 
Latini” (a group of small places to the north-east of 
Rome, including Caenina, Medullia, Collatia, and 
Antemnae), and the settlements in the lower Tiber 
valley between Rome and Ostia (Tellenae, Politio- 
rium, and Ficana36), all of which were overrun during 
the regal period. The same fate overtook places that 
were absorbed in the early Republic, such as Crus- 
tumerium, Fidenae, Ficulea, and above all Veii.

Many of these places continued to exist, however, 
as dependent vici or fortified oppida, even if, as at 
Veii, they were on a smaller scale than the city-states 
that preceded them; there are also grounds for 
thinking that their original inhabitants were expelled 
and replaced by settlers from Rome.37 We can be sure 
in any case that from the earliest times Rome’s terri
tory (the ager Romanus, properly so called) included 
some secondary settlements on the sites of formerly 
independent communities. There were also some 
newly founded settlements that functioned as fortified 
outposts, such as the fort established at Ostia to guard 
the mouth of the Tiber, dating probably to the period 
between 380 and 350; another was the inland fort at 
La Giostra excavated by the Danish Academy and the 
Norwegian Institute and recently published by Mette 
Moltesen and Rasmus Brandt.38 It dates from the 
period of the Samnite Wars, and may have been 
founded to protect the southern flank of the ager 
Romanus from enemy invasion.

Secondary settlements are known to have existed 
also in the territories of other Latin cities, at least of 
the larger ones. Livy tells us that eight towns (oppida) 
were subservient to Praeneste,39 and mentions 
Empulum, Sassula, and “other towns” (oppida) in the 
territory of Tibur (Livy 7.18.2; 7.19.1). Dependent 
secondary communities in the territories of the Etrus

can cities are attested by literary and archaeological 
evidence.40 To what extent, if at all, the smaller Latin 
cities exercised control over secondary settlements 
cannot be known for certain. But even in the time of 
the Empire memories survived of numerous small 
places in Latium that had once existed; in particular, 
Pliny the Elder lists no fewer than 53 peoples (populi) 
that had “vanished without trace” in his time (N.H. 
3.68-9). Since it is unlikely that they had all disap
peared before 500 BC, we may presume that many 
survived well into the Republican period. Some are 
mentioned in the story of Coriolanus (traditionally 
490-488 BC), who in the course of his two marches on 
Rome captured (among other places) Tolerium, Bola, 
Corbio, Longula, Pollusca, Corioli and Mugilla (Dion. 
Hal. 8.14-36). Rather than supposing that these details 
serve to set the story in a pre-urban context,41 we 
might rather infer that Coriolanus’ forces captured a 
series of places that may once have been independent 
villages, but were now secondary settlements within 
the territories of established city-states.

Fortifications
This is a complicated issue, on which the available 
evidence is scattered and intractable. There is at 
present no reliable and up-to-date synthesis of all the 
material, which is relatively abundant but inade
quately published and not easily accessible. A major 
problem is that remains of fortifications are inherently 
difficult to date, and no agreed framework yet exists 
for the chronological classification of defensive earth
works and city walls in central Italy.42 This is a subject 
that urgently needs serious systematic study, starting 
with a fresh examination of all the material at first 
hand, and taking full account of all the historical cir
cumstances of each site. The following is therefore a 
statement of what seems to me to be the most likely 
pattern of development, offered in the knowledge that 
it can only be provisional in the present state of 
research.

Most of the Iron-Age settlements in Latium Vêtus 
were located on defensive hilltop sites. Natural 
defences were strengthened by earthworks and ditches 
from a very early date. At some of the small pre-urban 
settlements, such as Ficana, Decima and Laurentina, 
the fortifications can be dated to the eighth century 
BC. Some of the larger “urban” sites began to be fort
ified in this way in the seventh century; at Ardea a 
complex system of earth banks was constructed to 
protect the accessible parts of the three contiguous 
plateaux that form the site. The largest of these was 
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the furthest away from the urban centre, and acted as a 
first line of defence by preventing access to the so- 
called Casalazzara, an uninhabited zone that lay out
side the city.43

Something similar can be observed at Rome, where 
a massive earthwork (the so-called agger) protected 
the line from the Quirinal and the Esquiline that has 
no natural defence. This agger was a long way from 
the inhabited nucleus, and the area on the inside (i.e. 
immediately to the west of it) is unlikely to have been 
inhabited in the archaic period. There may have been 
an inner line of defence, but if so no trace of it has yet 
been discovered.44 The dating of the agger is uncer
tain, but it must be Archaic; and there may be some 
basis for the ancient tradition that associated the agger 
with the sixth-century king Servius Tullius.45 Some 
sources go further, and state that Servius surrounded 
the entire city with a stone wall (e.g. Livy 1.44.3; 
Dion. Hal. 4.14.1), but this is most unlikely. The great 
Republican city wall, of which substantial traces are 
still standing, particularly on the south side of the 
Aventine and in the Piazza dei Cinquecento outside 
the Termini station, is conventionally known as the 
“Servian Wall’’, but in reality dates from 378 BC;46 
there are no good grounds for the view that it was pre
ceded by an earlier wall going back to the time of the 
kings.47

Of the other Latin cities only Lavinium, and less 
certainly Praeneste, are known to have had city walls 
in the sixth century; at Lavinium the earlier earth
works were replaced by a wall of squared blocks of 
cappellaccio which apparently surrounded the entire 
inhabited area. The walled circuit of Praeneste, con
structed in crude polygonal masonry, is of uncertain 
date, but may go back to the sixth century or even ear
lier.48 Praeneste and Lavinium were relatively small 
places, however, whose urban centres measured be
tween 30 and 50 hectares (see above); they cannot be 
compared to Rome, which was of a different order of 
magnitude (the area enclosed within the Republican 
[“Servian’’] walls is 427 ha.).

The situation in archaic central Italy is paradoxical, 
because the majority of fortified sites were not cities; I 
am referring in particular to the Apennine hill-forts in 
the territories of the Aequi and the Samnites.49 These 
forts can be identified with the defensive refuges 
(oppida) that are referred to in literary sources;50 for 
the most part they are remote and inaccessible, and 
cannot have been used for permanent habitation. On 
the other hand, in the Archaic period many of the 
cities, particularly the larger ones, were not fortified. 
The walls at the southern Etruscan cities of Tarquinii 

and Caere, for example, belong to the fourth century, 
and even then did not in either case enclose the whole 
of the site. Similarly Veii, which stood on a naturally 
defensible plateau, erected stone walls only in the late 
fifth century, shortly before her epic struggle with 
Rome.51

The explanation for this apparent paradox is almost 
certainly that warfare in the archaic period was spo
radic and limited in intensity, and did not entail sys
tematic assaults on large centres of population (the 
same could be said of the Greek mainland before the 
fifth century, when most major cities remained 
unwalled). The principal type of campaign was a raid 
on the territory of a neighbouring state, which, if it 
provoked an organised response, might lead to a 
pitched battle. It follows that smaller settlements 
(such as the village at Monte Carbolino) were more 
vulnerable to attack than the urban centres of city- 
states, and were fortified accordingly; similarly, in 
non-urbanised regions such as Samnium or the 
country of the Aequi hill-forts were constructed as 
temporary refuges in case of attack.'12

An exception to this general rule is provided by the 
colonies that were established by Rome and her Latin 
allies in the course of wars against the Volsci in the 
fifth century. These were strategic outposts in con
quered territory, and it is not surprising that they were 
fortified from the beginning. Thus, two of the earliest 
colonies in the Monti Lepini, Signia and Norba, have 
impressive walled circuits of polygonal masonry 
dating from the archaic period (late sixth or early fifth 
century).53 The later colonies that Rome founded from 
the fourth century onwards were equipped with defen
sive walls as a matter of course. But by then all the 
urbanised communities in central Italy, including 
Rome itself, the Etruscan cities, and the cities in 
Latium, had fortified themselves with walls.54 This 
development can be explained partly by the threat of 
incursions by the Gauls of northern Italy, which 
became a serious menace from around 400 BC on
wards, and partly by the increasing scale and intensity 
of warfare during the period of the Roman conquest.

In the later Roman Republic, a walled enceinte, 
complete with towers and formal gateways, was an 
essential symbol of city status. In Samnium and the 
central Apennine districts the process of urbanisation 
began after the Social War, when all Italy was incor
porated into the Roman state, and organised into self- 
governing municipia. The process was accompanied 
by rapid urban development and a spate of public 
building, and in particular by the construction, often 
for the first time, of city walls. In an important study, 
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Emilio Gabba has been able to list over 25 cities in 
Italy where inscriptions record the building or sub
stantial repair of city walls in the course of the first 
century BC.55 The phenomenon is no doubt partly to 
be explained by the violence and civil unrest at this 
period; but one may readily agree with Gabba that 
there might be another motive, namely that by this 
date city walls had come to represent “l’elemento 
indispensabile e caratterizzante perché un insedia- 
mento umano si qualificasse con la dignitá di vera 
città”.

Federal Institutions
From the earliest times the Latins formed a unified 
and self-conscious ethnic group with a common name 
(the nomen Latinum), a single language, and a 
common material culture (the “cultura laziale”). Their 
shared sense of kinship was expressed in a myth of 
common ancestry. According to this legend the Latins 
traced their origin back to a union of Trojan refugees 
with the native Aborigines, whose king, Latinus, gave 
his name to the resulting amalgam, symbolised by the 
marriage of his daughter, Lavinia, to the Trojan leader 
Aeneas. After his death, Latinus was transformed into 
Jupiter Latiaris, and worshipped on the Alban Mount.

Whatever the origin of these stories - and some ele
ments, such as the identification of Latinus with 
Jupiter Latiaris, may be relatively late56 - there can be 
little doubt about the antiquity of the notion of 
common ancestry, and of its central symbol, the cult 
of Jupiter on the Alban Mount. The annual celebration 
of this cult, known as the Latiar or Feriae Latinae, 
was an assembly of representatives of all the Latin 
communities, which agreed to suspend hostilities for 
the duration, and each of which contributed items of 
produce to a banquet; a white heifer was sacrificed, 
and the meat shared among all the participants. The 
ceremony was an expression of ethnic solidarity, and 
constituted an annual renewal of the ties of kinship 
that the Latins believed they shared. Participation in 
the cult was a definition of membership; the Latins 
were those peoples who received meat at the annual 
festival of the Latiar."'1

Another common sanctuary was situated at Lavi- 
nium, the city traditionally founded by Aeneas, where 
annual celebrations were held in honour of the 
Penates, the ancestral gods of the Latins (/LS 5004). 
The famous “sanctuary of the thirteen altars” that was 
excavated in the 1960s has been connected with this 
cult;58 the best explanation of the altars, which differ 
from each other in style and date, is that the several 

Latin communities each maintained its own altar, just 
as the Greek cities had their individual treasuries at 
Delphi. Lavinium was also the site of a cult of an 
ancestor-god called Pater Indiges, who at some time 
before 300 BC was identified with Aeneas.59 Com
mon sanctuaries were also to be found at Aricia, Tus
culum, Ardea, and perhaps Gabii; and at Rome a 
temple to Diana on the Aventine was founded by 
Servius Tullius as a common shrine for all the 
Latins.60

It is most unlikely that these shared cults were 
accompanied by any kind of political unity. Admit
tedly the ancient sources seem to be wedded to the 
belief that control of a common cult centre implied 
political hegemony. For example, the location of the 
Latiar on the Alban Mount was interpreted as a reflec
tion of the hegemony once exercised by Alba Longa, a 
hegemony that then passed to Rome when Alba was 
destroyed by king Tullus Hostilius. But this tradition 
appears to be anachronistic, and in any case conflicts 
with an alternative version that places the beginning 
of Rome’s dominance in Latium to the time of Tar- 
quinius Superbus. Tarquin’s “miniature empire” in 
Latium may well be soundly based (it is implicitly 
confirmed by the Carthage treaty of Polybius), but it 
almost certainly has nothing to do with any religious 
federation. That our sources have misconceived this 
point is indicated by the statement of Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus (4.49) that it was Tarquinius Superbus 
who founded the Latiar. In fact the Latiar predates the 
reign of Tarquin, possibly by several centuries.61 More 
generally we may note that the many common sanctu
aries throughout Latium (it is quite conceivable, not to 
say probable, that every Latin city had a common 
shrine and a festival in which all the Latins took part) 
cannot all have been the centres of political federa
tions, and the chances are that none of them were.

On the other hand, it is likely enough that some 
political alliances had a religious dimension. Servius 
Tullius’ foundation of the temple of Diana may have 
been accompanied by a bid for political supremacy, as 
the sources maintain (Livy, 1.45); and it is virtually 
certain that the joint dedication of a grove of Diana at 
Aricia recorded by Cato (cited above, p. 213) was 
designed to provide a religious centre for a political 
federation of Latin city-states. The dedication was 
made by an official called the Latin Dictator (dictator 
Latinus), who must be the supreme leader of the fed
eration.62 Although there can be no certainty here, the 
overwhelming probability is that the group in question 
was the alliance of Latin cities that rebelled against 
Rome after the fall of the monarchy. This anti-Roman 
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alliance, which modem scholars call the “Latin 
League”, had its political centre at the Grove of Fer- 
entina (the lucus ad caput aquae Ferentinae) in the 
territory of Aricia. This grove is probably to be identi
fied with the Laghetto di Turno near Castel Savelli, 
and is to be distinguished from the shrine of Diana, 
which was situated on the north-eastern shore of Lake 
Nemi;63 it follows that the event recorded by Cato was 
not the formation of the Latin League as such, but an 
attempt by the newly formed League to gain divine 
sanction by associating itself with the nearby cult of 
Diana - which itself was of extreme antiquity.

The clash between Rome and the Latin League 
ended with the Battle of Lake Regillus and the treaty 
of Spurius Cassius (493 BC). This was the agreement 
that bound the Latin city-states to Rome and effec
tively ended their autonomy. A principal concern of 
the treaty was military: it created a bilateral alliance 
between Rome and the Latin League which estab
lished perpetual peace and the obligation of each side 
to provide military assistance to the other in the event 
of an attack (the terms are set out by Dion. Hal. 6.95). 
Although the two sides shared the spoils of successful 
campaigns and jointly took part in the founding of 
colonies, in practice Rome was the dominant partner 
from the start.

An illustration of this is the procedure for 
appointing commanders for joint carppaigns by the 
allied army. This is described in a passage of Festus 
(p.276L, citing the antiquarian L. Cincius), the 
meaning of which is disputed. The most likely inter
pretation is that the commander (praetor) was always 
provided by Rome, but that he had to be appointed by 
auspices, and then approved by the Latin soldiers who 
had been sent to Rome on the authority of the League 
council, meeting at Ferentina; the Latin soldiers 
would indicate their approval by hailing the praetor at 
the gate.64

According to Dionysius, the treaty also established 
a relationship of “isopolity” between Romans and 
Latins (6.63.4; 7.53.5; etc.). This must be a reference 
to the reciprocal rights and privileges which Rome 
and the other Latin city-states shared during the 
Republican period, and which survived down to the 
time of the Empire in the form of the ius Latii.65 What 
makes Latium unique among historical city-state soci
eties is the high degree of interaction and mobility 
between individual cities. The shared rights and privi
leges that made this possible include the ius conubii, 
the right to contract a legal marriage with a partner 
from another Latin state; the ius commercii, the right 
to deal with persons from other Latin communities 

and to make legally binding contracts (above all, it 
seems, the right to deal in real property); and the so- 
called ius migrationis, which gave a citizen of a Latin 
state the right to exchange his citizenship for that of 
another state simply by moving and taking up resi
dence there.

It is worth stressing how very remarkable these 
institutions were. The best way to illustrate the point 
is to contrast the situation in Latium with that of the 
Greek world. In its classical Greek form the polis was 
a closed society which admitted outsiders to citizen 
rights only in the most exceptional circumstances. 
Moreover the right to contract a legal marriage (the 
key feature of which is that any children it produced 
automatically acquired citizenship), and the right to 
own land within the territory of the polis were rigidly 
confined to persons of citizen birth.

The origin of these Latin rights is disputed. Diony
sius of Halicarnassus evidently thought they were an 
artificial creation introduced by the Foedus Cas
sianum, and this legalistic view has been skilfully 
restated by Michel Humbert.66 On balance, however, 
it is more likely that institutions such as intermarriage 
and freedom of movement were a relic of a remote 
period when the city-state as such hardly existed, and 
the Latin communities were dominated by aristocratic 
clans that had developed networks of exchange and 
hospitality with their counterparts elsewhere. These 
exchanges would have been reinforced by intermar
riage and rituals of gift-giving, of which there are 
clear signs already in the orientalizing period.67 This 
model is attractive because it can account for the 
many examples remembered by tradition of aristo
cratic individuals and groups migrating with their 
families and dependants to other communities and 
being accepted and integrated at the appropriate social 
level.

Famous examples include Tarquinius Priscus, who 
migrated from Tarquinii to Rome, where he subse
quently became king; the Sabine leader Appius 
Claudius, who came to Rome with a retinue of armed 
clients in 504 BC and was admitted to the patriciate 
(his clients being given land), shortly afterwards 
rising to the consulship (495 BC); and Cn. Marcius 
Coriolanus, a Roman condottiere famous for his 
exploits at the head of a private army of clients, who 
went over to the Volscians and became their leader in 
a war against Rome. An open society of this kind 
reflects an aristocratically dominated milieu in which 
city-states were not well developed, and in which 
local loyalties and ties mattered less than membership 
of a given social group. It is interesting to note that 
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horizontal interaction between aristocrats in different 
communities is attested also in archaic Greece before 
the emergence of fully developed city-states. It is suf
ficient to refer to the aristocratic guest friendship, 
intermarriage and gift-exchange of the Homeric 
heroes, or an episode such as the wooing of Agariste, 
daughter of Cleisthenes of Sicyon, which is so memo
rably narrated in Herodotus (6.126-31). The commu
nities of central Italy, then, were “open cities”, a state 
of affairs that was codified and institutionalised by 
formal agreements such as the Foedus Cassianum, 
which ensured the preservation of these essentially 
archaic forms of social interaction by means of the 
Latin iura and reciprocal grants of “isopolity”.

Social structures and political institutions
The “open-city” model implies that broadly similar 
social divisions existed in all the communities of cen
tral Italy, and this is indeed what our sources presup
pose. Dionysius presents Appius Claudius (cos. 495) 
as saying that “all the nations around us are governed 
by aristocracies, and the plebeians in no state lay 
claim to an equal share in the government” (6.62.4). 
Whether Dionysius had any evidence to support his 
view cannot be known, but it is in any case likely to be 
correct. It is consistent with a society in which the rel
ative ease of horizontal social mobility was matched 
by a corresponding vertical immobility. That is to say, 
the aristocracies maintained close links with one 
another, but kept themselves apart from the lower 
classes in their own communities. In Rome we find 
that the patricians were willing to admit to their own 
ranks the ruling class of the defeated Alba Longa, or 
voluntary migrants such as the Sabine aristocrat 
Appius Claudius; but they rigorously excluded their 
own fellow citizens who did not belong to the patri
ciate. The most extreme example of this policy was 
the ban on intermarriage between the orders that was 
imposed by the law of the Twelve Tables (450 BC), 
even though at the same time the patricians were 
willing to practise intermarriage with the aristocracies 
of other communities (this point is made explicitly by 
Livy, 4.3.4 - the speech of Canuleius).

At the other end of the social scale, we might ask 
whether the Latin communities practised the same 
customs as the Romans in respect of manumission; for 
one of the most remarkable features of the Roman civ- 
itas was that the freed slave of a Roman citizen him
self acquired the Roman citizenship simply through 
the formal act of manumission. It is this fact more 
than anything else that distinguishes Rome from a 

Greek polis, in which such a rule would have been 
unthinkable.68 On the question of whether a similar 
practice existed in the cities of Latium, I know of no 
direct evidence (but I would welcome guidance on 
this point). However, in later colonies and municipia, 
including those with Latin rights, the citizen body 
included freedmen, and it is not impossible that this 
was part of an ancient Latin heritage rather than a sec
ondary feature borrowed from Rome.69 Naturally 
there can be no certainty about this, but there is one 
small indication that other aspects of the Roman law 
of slavery were applied generally throughout Latium 
Vêtus. This is the provision of the Twelve Tables that 
a Roman citizen enslaved for debt could only be sold 
trans Tiberim peregre (“across the Tiber, in foreign 
territory”).70 This not only means that by 450 BC the 
rule was established that Roman citizens could not be 
enslaved at Rome; it also implies that enslavement of 
a Roman citizen was forbidden within the territory of 
the Latin allies (because it had to be not only peregre, 
but also trans Tiberim - i.e in Etruscan territory), and 
further that the enslavement of Latins was governed 
by the same rules.71

Turning to political institutions within the city- 
states of Latium, we find the same type of uniformity. 
That is to say, the same general principles applied 
everywhere, although there were differences of detail 
between one city and another. Every Latin city-state, 
it seems, was governed by a republican system and 
dominated by an aristocratic oligarchy. The standard 
features were annual magistracies, elected by a pop
ular assembly, and a senate or council of former office 
holders.

One rather striking fact is that republican govern
ments seem to have existed in Latin communities 
from the earliest times, and there is very little sign of 
an earlier stage of monarchy, as at Rome. In the lit
erary tradition Latin kings are all mythical and form 
part of legendary sagas like the story of Aeneas, or are 
secondary antiquarian reconstructions, like the kings 
of Alba, or are gods like Saturnus, Picus and Faunus, 
who were turned into kings by a euhemerising tradi
tion. Latin kings occasionally make their appearance 
in the story of Romulus, for instance Acron king of 
Caenina (Livy 1.10.4 etc.) and Lucerus king of Ardea 
(Festus p.lO6L), but not afterwards. The only excep
tion is Alba Longa, which according to some accounts 
was still ruled by a king (Gaius Cluilius) at the time of 
Tullus Hostilius,72 but, most remarkably, his suc
cessor, Mettius Fufetius, is said to have ruled as dic
tator- i.e. a republican magistrate (Livy 1.23.4, etc.).

Apart from this rather revealing exception, the tra
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dition implies that the Latin city-states were all aristo
cratic republics during the Roman regal period. None 
of the Latin leaders we hear about at this time, such as 
Turnus Herdonius of Aricia or Octavus Mamilius of 
Tusculum, is described as a king. On the other hand, 
in later times a number of Latin cities had a rex 
sacrorum (apart from Rome, they include Lanuvium, 
Tibur, and Tusculum), a priest who carried out reli
gious duties formerly performed by a real king. It is 
extremely unlikely that such a priesthood was insti
tuted in imitation of Rome, especially as the Latin 
cities do not seem to have imposed on their reges 
sacrorum the same prohibition on office-holding as 
the Romans did.73 A priesthood of this type would 
make no sense in the religious system of any city out
side Rome, unless that city had itself once had kings 
fulfilling similar religious duties.74 The likelihood is, 
then, that the city-states of Latium were once ruled by 
kings, but that in most cases they were replaced by 
republican magistrates long before this change oc
curred at Rome. In this sense Rome seems to have 
been closer to the Etruscan cities, where kingship sur
vived much longer, perhaps in some cases even to the 
middle of the fourth century.75

Our knowledge of republican magistracies in 
Latium comes mostly from inscriptions, the great 
majority dating from the late second century BC to the 
third century AD. Nevertheless there is considerable 
variation from city to city, which must indicate, prima 
facie, that the cities were able to retain their native 
systems even after they were absorbed by Rome, 
rather than having a standard Roman model imposed 
on them. The most distinctive Latin magistracy is the 
annually elected dictatorship, which is found at Lanu
vium, Aricia, Tusculum, Nomentum and Fidenae.76 
Elsewhere we find colleges of two praetors, as at 
Praeneste, Lavinium, Cora, and Velitrae.77 Aediles 
and quaestors are found at some of these places, and 
should probably be seen as subordinate magistrates 
carrying out particular tasks, as at Rome. Censors are 
attested at Tibur and Praeneste, whereas elsewhere in 
Latium the normal chief magistrates carried out cen
suses every five years and bore the additional title of 
quinquennales. Inscriptions recording the tenure of 
several of these posts by the same individual may 
indicate the existence of a cursus honorum (i.e. a set 
career path through a hierarchy of posts).

Prosopographical analysis of office-holders during 
the periods for which there is sufficient evidence 
(from the Gracchan age to the second century AD) 
indicates what we might otherwise have guessed, 
namely that the magistracies and priesthoods were 

largely monopolised by a narrow circle of ruling fam
ilies.78 The same is true of the priesthoods, which 
were filled by members of the same elite, and fre
quently by the same individuals; as at Rome, a suc
cessful career would consist of a combination of reli
gious and political offices. Priests in the city-states of 
Latium bore the same titles, and no doubt fulfilled the 
same functions, as their counterparts at Rome. We 
hear of pontífices, flamines, augures, salii and reges 
sacrorum. Finally, it is evident that each Latin city 
also had its Senate and popular assembly.79

Taken together, the surviving evidence makes it 
abundantly clear that the political and religious insti
tutions of the city-states in Latium were broadly com
parable to those of Rome, in spite of minor differences 
of detail. So much is generally agreed, although the 
explanation of this fact is disputed. Given that almost 
all the evidence dates from after the Roman conquest, 
it would be possible to argue that the similarities arose 
because the Latin cities borrowed their institutions 
from Rome, or had Roman institutions imposed on 
them. Mommsen inclined to this view, and his belief 
that the characteristic features of Italian municipal 
organisation were ultimately of Roman origin was 
subsequently applied to all the evidence in a doctri
naire fashion by H. Rudolph.80 But Rudolph’s idea 
that the Romans systematically abolished all existing 
institutions in the communities they incorporated has 
always been considered extreme,81 and runs contrary 
to what we otherwise know of Roman practice, for 
example in the provinces, where their normal policy 
was to take over existing administrative structures and 
modify them only gradually if at all. Moreover the 
variations of detail between the several Latin cities are 
best explained by assuming that at least some of their 
traditional institutions were retained from the pre
Roman period.

The opposite position was taken by A. Rosenberg, 
in a seminal study of indigenous constitutions in 
Italy.82 Rosenberg reacted against Mommsen’s idea 
that the communities of central Italy had from the ear
liest times been in the habit of imitating Roman insti
tutions, which were themselves spontaneously created 
out of nothing by the Roman genius. Mommsen’s 
notion of the relationship between Rome and Italy 
was stood on its head by Rosenberg, who argued 
instead that Rome’s republican institutions were 
adapted from a native Italic model, the “ancient Italic 
constitution”. On the other hand Rosenberg did not go 
so far as to suggest that the Italian city-states owed 
nothing to Rome. A central pillar of his brilliant 
reconstruction was the idea that Rome created a
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unique political system by adapting and combining 
ideas borrowed from several different cultures. The 
hierarchy of collegiate magistracies was a combina
tion of a relatively simple Italic system, in which full 
political and military authority was vested in a single 
(often collegiate) magistracy, and the more complex 
Etruscan organisation in which a supreme magistrate 
was backed up by other magistracies with clearly dif
ferentiated functions. Thus, for Rosenberg, the orig
inal magistrates of Latium were dictators or collegiate 
praetors, but the ‘Hilfsmagistrate’ (aediles, quaestors) 
were borrowed from Rome at a later stage.83

But this seems overschematic; the idea of two dis
tinct forms of magistracy is hard to prove on the 
existing evidence, and even harder to relate to an 
alleged contrast between Etruscan and Italic ideolo
gies. But that is not all. The whole debate is based on 
a bogus distinction between Rome and Italy, and 
engages in the essentially sterile pursuit of awarding 
points for originality to the one side or the other. As S. 
Mazzarino pointed out in a pioneering study,84 Rome 
cannot be artificially separated from its Italian back
ground, but must rather be seen as partaking in a 
common process of cultural development together 
with its neighbours, be they Latin, Etruscan, or Italic.

On this view archaic central Italy was a melting-pot 
- something that fits perfectly with the idea of the 
“open city”, and with the archaeological evidence, 
which clearly indicates a common material culture 
throughout Tyrrhenian central Italy in the sixth and 
fifth centuries BC. This cultural koiné, as Mazzarino 
called it (using a linguistic metaphor), was inevitably 
accompanied by parallel developments in political 
and social organisation; both processes can be ex
plained by the operation of what has been called peer
polity interaction.85 In any event, there is no reason 
whatever to doubt that many of the political institu
tions attested in the city-states of Latium in the late 
Republic and early Empire were relics carried over 
from pre-Roman times.

There is a kind of reverse proof in the fact that the 
one body of institutions that were unquestionably 
invented at Rome are not found in any city in Latium 
nor, as far as we can see, in any municipium. I am 
referring to the institutions of the plebeian organisa
tion, and in particular to the tribunes of the plebs. 
Although social distinctions akin to that between 
patricians and plebeians probably existed in the Latin 
communities, the revolutionary plebeian movement 
that created its own “state within the state” in the early 
fifth century was certainly unique to Rome.86 If trib
unes of the plebs were mentioned in inscriptions from 

Latium, we should have no alternative but to assume 
that they had been instituted in imitation of Rome; but 
in fact they are conspicuously absent.87 On the other 
hand, tribunes of the plebs are attested in colonies, 
which had artificially created constitutions that com
bined Roman and inherited Latin elements.88

There are good reasons, therefore, for thinking that 
the tribunate of the plebs could only have been bor
rowed, directly or indirectly, from Rome. But there is 
no reason to do so in the case of other distinctive insti
tutions. We have already argued that the practice of 
admitting freed slaves to citizenship was probably 
common to all Latin communities; the same may be 
true of two other equally remarkable (and perhaps 
related) institutions: group voting and the census.

The subdivision of the citizen body into groups for 
voting and for other (e.g. military) purposes is a most 
unusual feature of Roman public life, without parallel, 
as far as one can tell, in the Greek world; and, insofar 
as the voting units did not function as constituencies 
to choose representatives from among their own 
number, they are unparallelled also in the modern 
world.89 The question to be considered here, however, 
is whether group voting was also practised among the 
Latins, and whether, so far from being an original 
Roman creation, it was to be found in other city-states 
of the Tyrrhenian koiné.

The evidence is unfortunately inadequate to pro
vide a definitive answer one way or the other (but that 
in itself must mean that an affirmative answer should 
not be discounted). We know that group voting was 
practised in the colonies that Rome founded after 338 
BC; this has been confirmed by archaeological evi
dence from Cosa and Alba Fucens,90 and is in a way 
not surprising, although it would not have been pos
sible otherwise to take it for granted.91 We know that 
some later colonies in the provinces were subdivided 
into tribes,92 and there is clear evidence for group 
voting by curiae in the municipal charters of the 
imperial period. The recently discovered Lex lrnitana 
instructs the municipal magistrates to establish eleven 
curiae, and the procedure for voting by curiae is laid 
down in a part of the same law preserved in the long- 
known Lex Malacitana.^ Curiae are found in other 
municipal communities, such as Tarentum,94 and 
especially in Africa, where the term is perhaps to be 
explained as the interpretatio Romana of some local 
institution.95 Most significantly, however, curiae are 
attested at the ancient Latin city of Lanuvium, where 
they evidently served as voting units.96

These instances may represent no more than the 
spread of Roman institutions; but there is reason to 
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think that there is more to it than that. From the evi
dence outlined above, it appears that voting groups in 
municipia were normally called curiae (and in Africa 
someone evidently thought that curia was the appro
priate Latin term for a native division of the commu
nity), whereas tribus are found only in colonies.97 The 
significance of the distinction is that in Rome the 
curiae were a relic of an archaic system that was 
reformed at a very early date, and replaced by the Ser
vian constitution based on local tribes.98 One would 
expect, therefore, that a system of subdivision adopted 
from, or imposed by, Rome would also be based on 
tribes; and the evidence of the colonies seems to bear 
this out (we do not know what the voting groups at 
Cosa or Alba Fucens were called, but on this argu
ment we may conjecture that they too were tribes). 
Curiae, on the other hand, are best explained as an 
ancient type of division that was common to city- 
states in Latium. At Rome they were superseded by 
the Servian reform, but elsewhere they continued to 
function as before; when the Latin cities were incor
porated as municipia, they were allowed to continue 
with their existing voting arrangements. The old ter
minology was retained, and continued to be used 
when the municipal system was extended to the rest of 
Italy and the provinces.

Finally, the census. It seems fairly certain that the 
census was an ancient Italic institution established 
throughout central Italy, where it was customary for 
the chief magistrate(s) of a community to carry out a 
periodic revision of the citizen body and its internal 
subdivisions. The magisterial title ‘censor’ seems to 
be of Osean origin (Osc. keenzstur}, and is attested 
among the Samnites and Hernici; it was adopted only 
in communities in eastern Latium (principally Tibur 
and Praeneste) that were under strong Osean influ
ence.99 From here it was borrowed by the Romans, 
who instituted censors for the first time in 443 BC; 
before that the census had been undertaken by the 
consuls. This system continued to obtain in other 
Latin cities; in later times the chief magistrates would 
add quinquennales to their title if they carried out a 
census. Even if this title reflects the Roman practice of 
holding censuses at regular five-year intervals (which 
began around 300 BC), there can be no doubt that the 
census itself was an Italic institution rather than one 
invented at Rome and borrowed by other cities.

The primary purpose of the census was to reconsti
tute the citizen body. The lustrum, the religious cere
mony that formally completed the process, was 
nothing less than a symbolic refoundation of the 
city.100 What needs to be emphasised is that a census 

had to be carried out periodically, albeit at first with 
varying levels of frequency. This had to happen 
because the composition of the citizen body was fluid 
and constantly changing, which in turn is to be 
explained by the extraordinary degree of social 
mobility that was possible in the city-states of Latium.

In a closed community, where citizenship was 
determined solely by birth, as at Athens, all that was 
needed to maintain an up-to-date list of citizens was a 
mechanism for registering births and marking the 
admission of new citizens to the constituent units that 
formed the political body - in the Athenian case the 
demes and phratries. Rome, however, was an open 
city, to which new citizens could be admitted from 
below, through manumission of slaves, and from out
side, by voluntary immigration or compulsory incor
poration through conquest. Periodic censuses were 
necessary to integrate the new citizens and to assign 
them to their appropriate class, century and tribe for 
voting (and other) purposes.

But the evidence we have been examining makes it 
clear that these mechanisms must have existed in the 
Latin cities as well. The argument has a wigwam 
structure: each strut is relatively weak and can barely 
stand on its own. The admission of freedmen to citi
zenship, the system of group-voting, and the institu
tion of the census - these are only weakly documented 
in the Latin city-states or have to be presumed by 
inference - but they support each other and together 
form a strong argument. And they are held together by 
the well-documented set of reciprocal rights and priv
ileges that the Latin communities shared from the ear
liest times. To put it another way, Rome could only 
function as an open city if all its neighbours were 
open cities too. It follows that the most distinctive fea
tures of Rome as a city-state were in fact character
istic of a broader city-state culture in central Italy - a 
koiné of which Rome was only one representative. 
This, following Rosenberg, we may still call “der 
Staat der alten Italiker”.
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fortified village on Monte Carbolino (Sermoneta) which must 
go back before the early sixth century when the village was 
abandoned (Coarelli [1982] 390-1).

49. M.A. Tomei in Enea nel Lazio (1981), 58-9 (on the Aequi); 
Oakley (1995) (on the Samnites).

50. E.g. Livy 2.48.4. In 9.45.17 he reports the capture of 30 
oppida by the Romans (304 BC). Diodorus (20.101.5) gives 
the figure of 40, and describes them as poleis.

51. Tarquinii: Romanelli (1948) 206-7; Caere: Pallottino (1959), 
519; Veii: Ward Perkins (1959) 66-71; (1961) 32-9.

52. I have discussed the nature of warfare in archaic central Italy 
in Cornell (1989) 291-4.

53. According to tradition Cora and Signia were first established 
at the end of the sixth century by the last Roman king Tar- 
quinius Superbus. Signia was refounded in 494; Norba dates 
from 492. On the polygonal walls see Coarelli (1982) 173 
(Signia), 255 (Cora), 267 (Norba); in more detail, Brandizzi 
Vittucci (1968) 37-45 (Cora) and Cassieri (1997) (Signia).

54. Lugli (1957) 135.
55. Gabba (1972); a revised and updated version in Gabba (1994) 

63-103, esp. 84-96.
56. The story that Latinus was transformed into Jupiter Latiaris 

occurs only in Festus, s.v. oscillantes, p. 212 L, citing Comifi- 
cius, the author of a work De etymis deorum, written in the 
later first century BC. Note however that Grandazzi (1988) 
argues that the identification of Latinus and Jupiter Latiaris 
was early.

57. The truce: Macrob. Sat. 1.16-17. For the banquet, see Dion. 
Hal. 4.49.3; peoples who shared the meat: Plin. n.h. 3.69; Liv. 
32.1.9; 37.3.4. Discussion in Alföldi (1965) 19-25; Scullard 
(1981) 111-5.

58. See Castagnoli (1974).
59. See Gruen (1992) 24-5.
60. For this and what follows, Cornell (1989) 265-9.
61. The list of “peoples who used to take meat on the Alban 

Mount” in Pliny, n.h. 3.69, is evidently a relic of the pre-urban 
period in Latium. Brief discussion and further bibliography in 
Cornell (1995)73-4.

62. The suggestion that he was merely a religious official 
(Rudolph [1935] 12-18) has won few adherents; his contention 
that the text should read dicator, i.e. “(de)dicator”, instead of 
dictator, is not compelling and would not be decisive in any 
case. Sherwin White (1973) 13-14; Mazzarino (1945) 148-50; 
De Martino (1973) 115-6.

63. Ampolo (1981); Cornell (1995) 298-9.
64. Praetor ad portam nunc salutatur is qui in provinciam pro 

praetore aut proconsule exit; cuius rei morem ait fuisse Cin- 
cius in libro de Consulum Potestate talem: Albanos rerum 
potitos usque ad Tullum regem; Alba deinde diruta usque ad P. 
Decium Murem consulem populos Latinos ad caput Fer- 
entinae, quod est sub monte Albano, consulere solitos et 
imperium communi consilio administrare; itaque quo anno 
Romanos imperatores ad exercitum mittere opporteret iussu 
nominis Latini conplures nostros in Capitolio a sole oriente 
auspicis operam dare solitos; ubi aves addixissent, militem 
ilium qui a communi Latió missus est ilium quem aves addix- 

erant praetorem salutare solitum qui earn provinciam 
optineret praetoris nomine.

I would tentatively offer the following translation of this 
ambiguous passage: “Nowadays he is acclaimed praetor at the 
gate who leaves for his province as Pro-praetor or Pro-consul. 
The custom in this matter, as Cincius says in his book ‘On the 
Power of the Consuls’, used to be as follows: the Albans were 
in charge of affairs until king Tullus. Then, after Alba had 
been destroyed until the consulship of P. Decius Mus (340 
BC), the Latin peoples used to deliberate at the Spring of Fer- 
entina, which is beneath the Alban Mount, and to take deci
sions in common council concerning the command. And so in 
years when it was necessary for the Romans to send a com
mander to the army by order of the Latin name several of our 
people used to give attention to auspices on the Capitol at day
break. When the birds had given their decision, those soldiers 
who had been sent by the Latin community used to acclaim as 
praetor him whom the birds had nominated, who would obtain 
that assignment with the title of praetor.”

65. The nature of Latin rights during the Empire, and the question 
of who exactly possessed them, are disputed issues, but they 
need not concern us here. See Millar (1977) 630-5.

66. Humbert (1978) 81-4.
67. Ampolo (1970-71); Cristofani (1975).
68. See the important remarks of Gauthier (1974).
69. Lex Flavia Municipalis (= Lex Malacitana') 54 (in González 

[1986]); Lex Coloniae Genetivae (Crawford [1996] no.25) 
CV, 21.

70. XII Tab. III.5 ap. Gell. NA 20.1.4-6 = Crawford (1996) II, 625.
71. Thus Mommsen ( 1864) I, 110.
72. Gaius Cluilius is called rex by Livy (1.22.7 etc.), but in other 

sources is called strategos (Dion. Hal. 3.9.2), dux (Festus 
p.48L and Fragm. de praenominibus 1), or praetor (Cato, 
Origines fr.22 P = 1.22 Ch.). He may be the rex Albai Longai 
of Ennius 31 Sk.

73. E.g. CIL XIV.2089 (Lanuvium): C. Agilleius C. [f] Mundus 
rex sacr., aed[il.), flamen Diatfis], I. S. m. r.

74. Here and throughout this section I am indebted to the work of 
Fay Glinister, who provides an exhaustive treatment of the 
evidence for kingship in ancient Italy in her unpublished PhD 
thesis: Glinister (1995).

75. See Cornell (1995) 231-2; 460 n.61.
76. Lanuvium: CIL XIV.2097; 2110, 2121; CIL 12 1428; 2121; 

Aricia: CIL XIV.2169; 2213; Tusculum: Livy 3.18.2; CIL 
XIV.212; Nomentum: CIL XIV. 3941; 3955; Fidenae: CIL 
XIV.4058

77. Praeneste: CIL XIV.2890, 2902, 2906, 2960, 2994, 2999, 
3008; Lavinium: CIL X.797; CIL XIV. 171, 172; Cora: CIL 
X.6527; Velitrae: CIL X.6554 (the authenticity of this text, 
once widely questioned, now seems established: Panciera 
[1960] 12).

78. Cébeillac Gervasoni (1998).
79. On the magistracies of the Latin cities see in general Rosen

berg (1913); Kornemann (1915); Beloch (1926) 488-522; 
Rudolph (1935); Mazzarino (1945); Sartori (1968); De Mar
tino (1973) 113-7; Sherwin White (1973); Humbert (1978); 
Campanile & Letta (1979).

80. Rudolph (1935).
81. The criticisms of Sherwin White (1973) 62-5, and De Martino 

(1973) 114-22, seem to me decisive.
82. Rosenberg (1913).
83. Rosenberg (1913) 72.
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84. Mazzarino (1945).
85. Renfrew & Cherry (1986).
86. On the origins of the plebeian organisation see Momigliano 

(1967); Richard (1978); Cornell (1995) 256-65.
87. Torelli (1984).
88. The extraordinary rules concerning tribunes of the plebs in the 

Osean Law of Bantia are best accounted for by the assumption 
that the constitution of Bantia was copied from the charter of 
the nearby Latin colony of Venusia (Crawford [1996] II, 273). 
Venusia was founded in 290 BC, and this would account for 
the archaic character of the rules governing tenure of the tri
bunate, which was forbidden to persons who had held a magis
tracy - thus reflecting the situation that had existed at Rome 
before the Lex Atinia (Gell. NA 14.8.2).

89. The closest parallel is with the party conventions in the United 
States (Taylor [1966] ix). It is not wholly an accident that the 
practice of politics in the USA resembles that of Rome in 
many respects - nor that the best modem interpreters of 
Roman politics and political institutions have been Americans, 
e.g. George W. Botsford and Lily Ross Taylor.

90. Brown ( 1980) 5; 24-5; 27; 41 ; 46 n. 11.
91. Notice the contrasting comments of Crawford (1981) 155, and 

Brunt (1988) 118 n.87. Both have some right on their side.
92. Lex Coloniae Genetivae (Crawford [1996] no.25) 101; other 

colonies known to have had tribes include Lilybaeum (CZL 
X.7233) and Corinth (Wiseman [1979] 497-8).

93. Lex Irnitana Ch. L; Lex Malacitana Ch. 55 (in González 
[1986]).

94. Crawford (1996) no. 15, line 15.
95. On African curiae see Kotula (1968), who lists 132 texts men

tioning curiae, and Gascou (1976). Jacques (1984) 381 
believes that curiae in Africa are purely Roman. I am indebted 
to Graham Burton for these references.

96. C/L XIV. 2114, 2120.
97. Thus Mommsen (1905) 213.
98. The precise date and circumstances of this reform need not 

concern us here. It is sufficient to note that the local tribes 
were certainly in existence by 495 BC (Livy 2.21.7). See fur
ther Cornell (1995) 173 ff.

99. Rosenberg (1916) 117-27.
100. See Cornell (1995) 191.
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“Celtic” Oppida

John Collis

(Respondent: Greg Woolf)

I will start by stating that I do not believe the sites 
which I am defiling with qualify as “city-states”; 
indeed, in the past I have drawn a contrast between the 
city-states of the Mediterranean littoral and the inland 
“tribal states” of central and northern Gaul. However, 
their inclusion within the ambit of this symposium is 
useful for two reasons. Firstly, if a class of “city-state” 
is to be defined, it is necessary to define the character
istics with reference to what is, or is not, shared with 
similar types of simple state or quasi-state formations. 
Secondly, the written documentary sources are some
what thin, or even non-existent, for these sites; there
fore archaeology must produce much of the data for 

our discussion. So, what sorts of archaeological feat
ures might we expect for our “city” and “tribal” 
states?

The area with which I am dealing lies mainly 
within central and northern France, Switzerland, and 
Germany west of the Rhine (Collis [1984a-b], [1995a- 
bl). This is the area conquered by Julius Caesar in 
58-51 B.C.. In his Commentaries he refers on 
numerous occasions to “oppida”, sites often of urban 
character, and apparently all with some form of 
defences. Some of the sites he mentions are readily 
recognisable as predecessors to Roman and modern 
towns (Fig. 1) - Vesontio (Besançon), Lutetia (Paris), 

Fig. 1. Sites mentioned by Caesar in the De 
Bello Galileo.
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Durocortorum (Reims), and Avaricum (Bourges) - 
while others have been deserted, or failed to develop - 
Bibracte (Mont Beuvray), Gergovia (Plateau de Mer- 
dogne), Alesia (Alise-Ste.-Reine). The sites tend to be 
large (80-350 ha), though some are smaller, and a 
small number are even larger (Fig. 2). They tend to lie 
in defensive positions, have large ramparts around 
them, and were generally occupied from the last 
quarter of the second century B.C. until the early 
Roman period (20-10 B.C.) or longer.

Similar sites are found east of the Rhine, in southern 
and central Germany, Austria and the Czech Republic, 
but for these sites we have minimal documentary evi
dence, and so we must rely on analogies with the Gal
lic sites. However, some of the central European sites 
start earlier than those in western Europe, around the 
middle of the second century B.C. Further east there 
are related sites in Slovakia and on the Hungarian 
Plain, for instance Tabán-Gellerthegy at Budapest, or 
Zemplin in Slovakia. These sites have a small defend
ed area, but large undefended suburbs. Finally there 
are analogous sites in central Spain, though the internal 
layout of these sites is rather different (e.g. Úlaca near 
Avila). They share the defensive characteristics and 

large size with the Gallic and central European sites 
(Ulaca is about 80ha). These Spanish sites may start as 
early as the third century B.C.

I prefer not to use ethnic terms such as “Celtic” to 
describe these sites (cp. Cunliffe 11997]). There were 
“oppida” in northern Italy in an area occupied by the 
Celts, but these sites may well have had more in 
common with, for instance, Etruscan sites, and so may 
be closer to the concept of the “city-state”. The areas 
traditionally assigned to the Celtiberians in Spain are 
far from uniform - some sites seem to confirm to the 
group I have just defined as “tribal states”, others have 
more the characteristics of city-states (e.g. Lérida). 
We should not prejudge the situation by assuming 
ethnic homogeneity; Greece, after all, had both city- 
states and ethne.

The Sources
We only have contemporary written sources from out
siders, from writers from the Greek and Roman 
worlds; only Caesar can claim to have observed the 
sites first-hand. Strabo was writing two generations 
later, and leaned heavily on Caesar; the work of Pom- 

Fig. 2. Distribution of oppida and tribes in 
Gaul.
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peius Trogus, whose Gallic grandfather accompanied 
Caesar, only survives in abridged form in the late 
Roman author Justinus. Other sources are either 
derived, or are not particularly informative, often 
giving only the names of peoples and places, with 
little description (e.g. Polybius and Posidonius). We 
have no detailed descriptions of constitutions or of 
sites. One or two much later sources can provide snip
pets of information; Sidonius Apollonaris in the fifth 
century A.D. was urging the Arvemi to remember 
their history; and information on tribal boundaries 
may perhaps be gleaned from the boundaries of bish
oprics recorded in medieval and later sources.

On the physical characteristics of the sites, on 
chronology, settlement patterns, trade and industry, 
we are almost entirely dependent on archaeology. 
Extensive excavations, giving us usable information 
on town layout, with partial plans, are available from 
about a dozen sites. In the 1950s and 1960s several 
sites in Czechoslovakia were explored on a large 
scale, while in southern Germany the massive excava
tions at Manching, which have stripped several 
hectares of the site’s 330 ha area, are a major point of 
reference. Most recently excavations in the Aisne 
valley have given us partial plans from Condé-sur- 
Suippe and Villenueve-St.-Germain (Haselgrove 
[1995]; Roymans [1990]), and likewise for Levroux 
in central France (Audouze and Büchsenschutz 
[1991]; Büchsenschütz [1995]; Woolf [1993]). The 
large excavations at Mont Beuvray are providing 
important information concerning the evolution of a 
major oppidum, the ancient Bibracte, into a Roman 
town, up to its abandonment in favour of the more 
accessible site of Augustodunum (Autun) around 10 
B.C. (Goudineau and Peyre [1993]).

Ethnic Classifications
C>bXov and gens. These terms are used by Greek and 
Roman authors to signify major groupings of peoples 
- Iberi (Iberians), Galli/Galatae (Gauls), Germani, 
Britanni. The basis of these groupings seems largely 
to be language, but also in part geographical location 
(e.g. on the one hand Germani could live in Gallia but 
were still Germani', however, Britanni spoke a lan
guage similar to Galli, but were not Galli because 
they lived in Britannia).

Ethnic sub-groupings. Caesar records sub-group
ings in Gaul (Belgae, Aquitani and Celtae), distin
guished, according to him, by different languages and 
customs. He claims the Celtae recognised themselves 
as Celts, but by the Romans they were termed Galli. 
We encounter similar groups in Spain, e.g. the 

Celtiberi. There is a confusion in the ancient literature 
between the terms Galli, Galatae and Celtae, with 
different authors using the terms in different ways. 
The modern usage of “Celts” is different again, being 
based purely on language, but this certainly does not 
agree with the ancient definitions.

Tribal names. These were regularly used as the 
normal expression to describe the tribal states of Gaul, 
and were apparently used by the natives as well. 
These are the largest political groupings to be found, 
with apparently fairly well-defined territorial bound
aries. They are referred to as civitates or eOvri by the 
Romans and Greeks.

Pagus. These were subgroups of tribes, with their 
own distinct names, e.g. according to Livy, in the fifth 
century B.C. one of the pagi of the Aedui were called 
the Insubres. Only a small number of pagi can be 
identified by name, mainly from Roman inscriptions.

Administrative and Political Structures
Inter-tribal links. Four types of formal link are 
recorded by Caesar.

(1) A formal meeting of almost all the tribes of 
Gaul met at Bibracte to choose a leader of the joint 
force against the Romans; this seems to have been 
without precedent.

(2) An annual meeting of the Druids in the territory 
of the Carnutes; its function is unknown.

(3) Intermarriage between the aristocracy of dif
ferent tribes to seal political agreements (e.g. the links 
of the Aeduan Dumnorix with the Helvetian Orge- 
torix).

(4) Some tribes were “clients” of others. Appar
ently these were small tribes seeking protection rather 
than tribes who had been defeated (e.g. the Velavii 
and the Gaballi were clients of the Arvemi); it seems 
that such supporters would be expected to send armed 
assistance in times of warfare, but we do not know 
what other arrangements there may have been.

Tribal organisation. Like contemporary states in 
the Mediterranean, the Gallic states were in a state of 
oscillation between oligarchy and kingship. Ac
cording to Caesar, the dominant ethos was in favour 
of oligarchy (e.g. Celtillus, the father of Vercingé
torix, was killed by the Arvemi for aspiring to the 
kingship). Livy mentions kings as early as the fifth 
century B.C. (Ambigatus of the Bituriges Cubi), but 
the earliest contemporary mention is in Posidonius, 
talking of Luemios and Bituitos, the second-century 
B.C. kings of the Arverni (Tierney [I960]). Caesar 
imposed kingship on a number of tribes (e.g. Com- 
mius of the Atrebates).
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The constitution of the Aedui was oligarchic, con
trolled by a small number of aristocratic families (as 
Caesar tells us was usual in Gaul - he considered the 
majority of the population to be little more than 
slaves). There were some constitutional arrangements 
to prevent private individuals or families obtaining 
too much power: e.g. it was not allowed for a member 
of a family to become Vergobret (chief magistrate) if a 
living member of the family had already held that 
office; the position was only held for one year. We 
hear of a number of institutions, though we do not 
know if these were normal in most tribes.

A “senatus”. Caesar uses this Latin term to 
describe some sort of controlling body among the 
Aedui; it usually met at Bibracte, but he mentions it 
meeting at another oppidum on one occasion, at 
Decetia. Other tribes may have had similar bodies, but 
we do not know its size or how membership was 
decided.

Elected magistrates. Several tribes had magistrates, 
and in some cases they were elected, but we do not 
know by whom. One of the magistrates of the Treveri 
had the right to declare war.

Clientship. The power of individuals was based 
upon clientship, apparently very similar to that which 
operated in Rome. Ties were strengthened through 
marriage alliances.

Assemblies. The only evidence we have for deci
sion-making assemblies is among the Aedui. It was an 
annual auction of the right to collect tolls from mer
chants; Dumnorix controlled it by bringing his sup
porters along with their weapons. The only other sort 
of assembly recorded was the mustering of the troops 
for battle; among the Treveri, the last warrior to turn 
up would be sacrificed to the gods. The order for the 
muster to take place was decided by the magistrate, 
but there is no evidence that decisions were made by 
the whole army (e.g. agreeing to war).

We hear nothing about citizenship, or even that the 
concept existed. The belief that a “warrior aristo
cracy” controlled Gallic society at this time is a 
“Celtic myth” with no historical foundation. We also 
do not know what the role of the pagi was in terms of 
administration. There is some evidence in the Roman 
period that they had a role in the administration of cult 
and religious activities; it has also been suggested that 
they may have played a role in the establishment of 
oppida in tribes where there are several such sites.

To judge from the figures quoted by Caesar of the 
numbers of the Helvetii who took part in the migra
tion, and the numbers of those who were armed 

(25%), it would seem that all free adult males had the 
right to bear arms. The Gauls were famed for their 
cavalry, and it seems likely that this group formed an 
aristocratic elite (spurs turn up in the rich class of 
burials, such as at Goeblingen-Nospelt - see Metzler 
[forthcoming]). We also know that there were other 
types of prestige weapons, such as chain mail, and 
helmets; and also some of the swords are of excep
tionally high quality, consisting of thin strips of steel 
welded together, and often etched and stamped to 
show their quality. Even so, normal swords were 
probably not carried by the rank and file of the army, 
most of whom would have probably carried spears 
and pikes. Thus the army, while reflecting the aristo
cratic nature of the society, would also have been sub
ject to democratic pressures, as force was certainly 
threatened on occasion, if not used (e.g. Dumnorix’ 
supporters turning up armed at the state auctions of 
the Aedui).

Nomenclature
The names of the tribes were established before the 
development of urbanisation in Gaul. Some tribal 
names were in existence by the third century (e.g. 
recorded by Polybius), but later authors such as Livy 
name tribes when relating events as early as the fifth 
century B.C.. Thus, names of tribes and of urban cen
tres are not linked in the Iron Age. In the late Roman 
period, especially in northern and western Gaul, the 
name of the civitas capital was often suppressed in 
favour of the name of the tribe (e.g. Lutetia Parisorum 
(Paris), Durocortorum Remorum (Reims), Avaricum 
Biturigum (Bourges). This initial lack of linkage of 
the name of the tribe and of the city forms a contrast 
with the linkage of the names of city-states and that of 
their citizens (Romans, Athenians).

Coinage
We do not know who had the right to produce coins, 
or what controls there may have been. Many coins are 
uninscribed or only bear inscriptions taken from the 
coins they imitate (e.g. MALEA from the coins of 
Marseilles). Some inscriptions are the names of indi
viduals who are mentioned by Caesar as members of 
the aristocracy (Vercingétorix, Epasnactos) rather 
than as kings. In other cases, especially where two 
names appear, we may be dealing with magistrates. 
Tribal names are extremely rare, and often the reading 
or interpretation is disputed. Except for the dynastic 
coinage of Britain, names of towns do not appear; this 
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is another area of contrast with the sites on the 
Mediterranean coast, be they Greek (e.g. Marseilles) 
or Iberian or Celtiberian.

Spatial Characteristics
Tribal boundaries. Though Caesar uses rivers to 
define the boundaries between the major ethnic 
groups (Belgae, Celtae, Aquitani, Germani), little else 
is recorded of tribal boundaries in the Iron Age. 
Indeed even the concept may be false if membership 
of the group was through links of genealogy or 
clientship rather than through living in a defined terri
tory. The location of the tribes is known mainly 
through the work of Greek geographers such as Strabo 
and Ptolemy who assign towns to specific tribes. Cer
tain Roman and later place-names (e.g. Fines, 
Iguerande) refer to sites on or near the Roman admin
istrative boundaries, and we can also use inscribed 
Roman milestones in some cases. These administra
tive boundaries often remained in use into the 
medieval period as the limits of bishoprics. Though 
we cannot argue in detail in individual cases that Iron 
Age tribal boundaries, Roman administrative bound
aries, and those of medieval bishoprics are indeed the 
same, there is certainly an approximate correlation, 
which gives us at least a feeling for scale.

No figures are available for tribal areas, but they are 
certainly larger than those quoted for city-states (e.g. 
about 3000 km2). The territory of the Arvemi meas
ured roughly 100 by 200 km2, and so at about 20000 
square kilometres was several times the size of the 
city-state, and this excludes the territory of client 
states. The pagus boundaries are unknown, but they 
would equate more to the size of a city-state.

Settlement hierarchies. Caesar several times uses 
a set of terms to denote the settlement hierarchy: 
oppidum (town), vicus (village) and aedificium 
(building, farm); occasionally he uses other terms 
such as urbs (city) for some of the oppida. The word 
oppidum should indicate some form of defensive site, 
perhaps translating some Gallic term (Jdunon). Strabo 
is less specific; the term he usually uses for the Latin 
oppidum is simply nôXtç. One exception is the site of 
Bibracte which he describes as a (ppoiptov (strong
hold, garrison), in contrast to the nôÀtç of Cabillonum 
(Chalons, the port of the Aedui on the Saône). The 
capital of the Allobroges, Vienna (Vienne), he states 
had expanded from a Kcopri (village) to a metropolis.

Archaeologically the sites described by Caesar as 
oppida show great variation, firstly in size, from over 
300 ha (Mont Beuvray/Bibracte), to only a few 

hectares (the defended coastal sites of the Veneti in 
Brittany). Elsewhere oppida can enclose up to 1800 
ha (the Heidengraben bei Grabenstetten in southern 
Germany). We will ignore the smaller coastal and hill
forts; their size and the nature of the occupation inside 
them do not suggest they have an urban character. The 
nature of the larger oppida seems to be quite variable. 
At one end of the spectrum are sites such as Mont 
Beuvray which have evidence of extensive occupation 
over a considerable period of time. In contrast, some 
sites are only occupied briefly for a generation or less, 
though the scale of the occupation seems urban-like; 
other sites seem never to have had any large-scale 
occupation, unless it was of a very temporary nature. 
In a couple of areas there is a succession of sites of 
short duration, with a permanent site only being estab
lished in the early Roman period; the best examples 
are in the Aisne valley (Villeneuve-St.-Germain, 
Pommiers, Soissons), and in the Auvergne (Corent, 
Gondole, Gergovie, Clermont-Ferrand).

Caesar refers to the Helvetii as having 20 oppida', 
archaeology has not been able to locate so many sites 
in their territory. Some may be concealed beneath 
modem settlements (e.g. sites like Paris and Bourges 
are only known because of the documentary evidence 
we have from Caesar’s accounts), and also there may 
be some mismatch between Caesar’s concept of an 
oppidum and that of modem archaeologists. Tribes in 
which urbanisation had taken place usually had one 
pre-eminent site, but there seems to have been great 
variability. At one extreme there may only have been 
one site with urban characteristics, similar to the 
“solar central place” system described by Carole 
Smith in Japan (Smith [1976]). One example of this is 
the Arverni; though other possible defended sites are 
known in their territory, nothing compares with the 
central site of Gergovie. In this context it is worth 
noting that some of these oppida are very much larger 
than the Roman towns that succeeded them, and the 
scale and density of the occupation suggest they sup
ported larger populations too; compare the size of the 
Iron Age oppidum of Manching in Bavaria (330 ha) 
with that of London, the largest city in Roman Britain, 
at about 100 ha. I have suggested that this may be a 
contrast between a primitive monopolistic system in 
which there were no rivals competing with the main 
site, and more advanced competitive systems with 
secondary sites vying with the primate city (Collis 
[1984b]). However, there seems to be a variety, as in 
the case of the 20 oppida of the Helvetii, and the 
Bituriges possessed several densely occupied oppida 
(Levroux, Chateaumeillant, Argenton) though Bour- 
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ges seems to have been the primate city. The Aedui 
seem to have had two major settlements: the “capital” 
at Bibracte, and the port at Cabillonum.

The term vicus is assumed to refer to small open 
settlements, mainly of an industrial character. In some 
cases they are contemporary with the oppida (e.g. 
Roanne and Feurs among the Segusiavi - the latter 
was to become the civitas capital; and Saumeray 
among the Carnutes). Often, however, they seem to 
pre-date the oppida, and were abandoned at the time 
the oppida were founded (Levroux, Aulnat) or dimin
ished in importance (Roanne, Feurs). Their role in a 
“hierarchy” is thus ambiguous.

In many areas archaeology has failed to identify the 
aedificia referred to by Caesar. Around Clermont-Fer
rand sites of this class seem to be abandoned at the 
time of the founding of the first oppidum, and only 
reappear some time after the Roman conquest. In 
Luxembourg and Champagne the burial evidence 
indicates that the elite class lived on some of these 
sites (Goeblingen-Nospelt, Clemency) rather than in 
the nearby oppidum (Titelberg), though they may well 
have moved seasonally between their country estates 
and the town as the centre of power and government.

Urban Layout
Most of the oppida represent deliberate foundations 
rather than a gradual evolution. The provision, in most 
cases, of a bank and ditch defined the occupation area, 
creating a contrast between what was within, and 
what was without, and also allowing control and sur
veillance of the population at the points of entry, at the 
gateways. At some sites we can see the expansion, or 
contraction, of the enclosed area, and occasionally, 
especially in central and eastern Europe, occupation 
could take place outside the gates, even developing 
into extensive suburbs. On some sites in the west, e.g. 
Mont Beuvray, this space outside the gates was 
largely reserved for the dead, though in most areas we 
do not know how the dead were disposed of.

The defined area was usually given a planned 
layout, with a rectilinear plan as at Condé-sur-Suippe 
or at the Titelberg. The sites of Villeneuve-St.-Ger
main and Pommiers were divided into quadrants by 
ditches (or subterranean buildings, depending on the 
interpretation), which cut right across the site, pos
sibly defining different areas of activity, or social 
groupings. At Mont Beuvray a monumental stone 
basin marks the spot which may have been the base 
point from which the settlement was laid out, appar
ently following astronomical alignments (Almagro- 

Gorbea and Gran-Aymerich [1991]). These symbolic 
aspects of town layout are well documented in histor
ical societies (e.g. Roman and Etruscan) but are diffi
cult to identify from purely archaeological data.

There is great variation in the range of types of 
building found on these sites, but only rarely are strat
ified sequences found with living surfaces and floors 
surviving intact, so the definition of individual build
ings and their functional interpretation (unless there is 
some distinctive deposition of debris from occupa
tion) is even more difficult. However, at Manching, 
which has produced the greatest range of recognisable 
house plans, there is a range of large store houses, 
bams, and smaller buildings which seem to be used as 
workshops (and presumably the dwelling houses of 
the craftspeople as well). Tools help us to identify the 
range of sometimes very specialised crafts beyond the 
obvious blacksmiths, carpenters, bronze founders, 
leather workers, potters, etc.; for instance, goldsmiths, 
jewellers, saddlers, and others are clearly represented. 
The role of the vici and oppida as centres of produc
tion is not disputed, and workshops are concentrated 
along the main thoroughfares for traffic, such as the 
road which ran from the east to the west gate at 
Manching, or through the main entrance at the Porte 
du Rebout at Mont Beuvray.

More problematic, however, are the so-called “pal
isade” enclosures which have been found at a number 
of sites. They consist of areas enclosed by a wooden 
fence or stockade, enclosing a number of structures. 
One particularly large one at Manching, measuring 
some 75 m2, may, on the evidence of the distribution 
of horse gear, have had stables along one side. Some 
have a clearly recognisable main dwelling house, and 
large barns or storehouses up to 40x5m in size. Often 
the palisade enclosures contain evidence of industrial 
activity, especially iron working, and from the 
example at Manching there was a concentration of 
the moulds which are usually interpreted as for the 
manufacture of flans for coins. Some see these 
enclosures as working farms; others as the residences 
of the elite class, the equivalent of the courtyard 
house in Greek and Roman cities (these make their 
appearance at Mont Beuvray within a decade or two 
after the conquest). Perhaps the two interpretations 
are not mutually exclusive, with the enclosures 
marking the residences of an elite land-owning class, 
but whose lives were not so divorced from the 
realities of agricultural and even industrial production 
as the elite in the classical world.

With the exception of temple sites (which are, in 
fact, rare and generally unpretentious in comparison 
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with rural temples), no “public” buildings can be 
recognised on pre-conquest sites. The Spanish sites 
such as Ulaca are an exception, as here large stone 
structures of apparently cult significance are known. 
One or two of the buildings at Manching are some
what larger, or have more massive postholes than the 
average, but their siting does not suggest any special 
roles. Caesar mentions a “market place” at Cenabum, 
but no special open spaces are known from archae
ology (except, perhaps, the exceptionally wide main 
road at Mont Beuvray). Open spaces where meetings 
could take place presumably existed, but no covered 
meeting places, which the weather might demand, 
have been found. Public buildings such as fora and 
basilicae were usually built, at earliest, three of four 
generations after the Roman conquest.

Population
The only figures we have for population sizes comes 
from Caesar, and may well have been exaggerated for 
political reasons. The figures that he gives for the Hel- 
vetii and their allies who took part in the abortive 
attempt at migration were from documents captured 
from the Helvetii after their defeat, and includes all 
classes, combatants and non-combatants. Those who 
bore arms form a quarter of the population (those 
excluded include women, children and old people); 
this implies that all male adults were armed. The only 
other tribal figures we have for the total population is 
for the Atuatuci who brought all the members of the 
tribe into their oppidum-, the numbers relate to those 
sold into slavery. We also have the numbers killed or 
captured at the oppidum of Avaricum but this does not 
include the whole of the tribe of the Bituriges Cubi.

Tribe total warriors oppidum population reference

Helvetii 263,000 65,750 BG 1-29
Tulungi 36,000 9,000 BG 1-29
Latobici 14,000 3,500 BG 1-29
Rauraci 23,000 4,750 BG 1-29
Boii 32,000 8,000 BG 1-29
Atuatuci 57,000 unnamed BG 11-33
Bituriges Avaricum 80,000 BG VII-28

Production
As already mentioned, there is plentiful evidence of 
industrial activity in the oppida. This may take the 
form of specialist installations, such as pottery kilns 
(though these are not common on the major sites), or 
hearths for melting and casting bronze (like the work
shop recently excavated at the Porte du Rebout at 
Mont Beuvray where brooches were the main item 
produced). Secondly, there are the tools used for craft 
activities; at Manching the range implies highly spe
cialised craftsmen, for instance in the types of 
hammer needed for everything from heavy smithing, 
for swords and ploughshares, to fine delicate exam
ples for jewellery. Thirdly, there is the discarded 
debris of manufacture - faulty castings, wasters from 
pottery kilns, slags of various kinds, ingots of metal or 
glass, or moulds for bronze equipment or coin flans. 
All these demonstrate that the oppida and the vzcz per
formed a key role in industrial production.

Argument, however, continues as to what extent 
these sites acted as “central places” to supply sur
rounding settlements with manufactured goods, or 
had a monopoly over certain types of production.

Some sorts of exploitation were naturally dictated by 
the availability of raw materials - salt production, 
mining for metals. Activities such as the smelting of 
metals took place on the spot, with the finished raw 
materials being traded, in the form of ingots of metal, 
or blocks of salt. Pottery production too was dispersed 
to where the clay and fuel were available, and some 
vici, such as Sissach in Switzerland, became specialist 
pottery centres. But lack of information on the range 
of activities on smaller farming settlements prevents a 
full answer to these questions (small-scale iron 
smithing, at least, seems widespread). On the other 
hand, there are hints in the distribution of workshop 
activities at Manching that there may have been spe
cialist groups coming into existence on the oppida, 
similar to the guilds that are documented in the 
Roman and medieval worlds.

Trade
Oppida tend not to be located to best exploit the 
richest agricultural soils; they are located either on 
ecological boundaries, or in highland environments 
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(e.g. Mont Beuvray). Many are located on or near 
major rivers, or controlling land routes (e.g. on water
sheds). The implications are that trade was considered 
more important than the food supply, and that oppida 
relied on importing much of their food, be it only from 
a few kilometres away. Given the costs of overland 
transport of goods and river transport, in comparison 
to the costs of sea transport, it is unlikely that staples 
such as grain were moving long distances, except per
haps for export.

In contrast there is plentiful evidence for the move
ment of luxury goods, most especially wine. Judging 
by both the documentary evidence, and the huge 
quantities of amphorae which turn up in oppida such 
as Corent and Mont Beuvray, this trade was consider
able. From documentary sources, especially Posido
nius and Caesar, it would seem that Italian merchants 
controlled the movement of these goods. We have evi
dence from Caesar of Roman merchants resident on 
some oppida (some were killed in uprisings), and epi
graphic evidence from the Magdalensberg in Austria 
for traders resident on the site representing the inter
ests of major Roman families. However, we have no 
direct evidence for a class of traders in Gallic society.

Coinage, if used for market exchange, was oper
ating mainly at a local level (though individual coins 
could move considerable distances). Long-distance 
trade in part relied on exchange of high value metals 
(gold is mentioned at the Magdalensberg), but espe
cially on credit (see the accounts on the walls of the 
cellars at the Magdalensberg), and also on barter. Tolls 
were demanded (and paid) for the passage of goods. 
In return, presumably, raw materials and slaves were 
the main products traded back to the Mediterranean, a 
situation of Mediterranean dominance more familiar 
in core/periphery relations than in peer polity inter
action.

Origins
As previously mentioned, the oppida came into exist
ence as a result of a process similar to that of syn- 
oikism as recorded in Greece. This implies the prior 
existence of an organisation capable of making polit
ical decisions, and with a social and economic system 
capable of supporting urbanisation. In this section I 
wish to explore the background to this process (Collis 
[1984b], [1995a]).

The sixth century B.C. This is a period when con
nections between central France/southem Germany 
and the Mediterranean countries reached a high point. 
Certain centres of this trade and social development 

have been identified, the so-called Fürstensitze, with 
concentrations of imported Mediterranean goods, a 
defended hilltop which has been interpreted as a 
royal residence, and rich burials which supposedly 
indicate a hierarchy of “chieftains” who controlled the 
trade and production through a “prestige goods 
economy”. In fact only three sites conform more or 
less to the ideal model: the Heuneburg on the upper 
Danube, the Asperg on the Neckar, and Mont Lassois 
on the Seine (Pare [1991]). However, the most exten
sively researched of this group, around Asperg (Biel 
[1985]), suggests the reality may be somewhat differ
ent. Unfortunately the Hohenasperg itself is inaccess
ible, and the site, if it existed, seems to have been 
largely destroyed by medieval and more modem forti
fications. Around it there is a cluster of small settle
ments, and the rich burials seem to be associated with 
these rather than with the defended site. They also 
produce evidence of industrial activity, e.g. metal
working, and imported goods, suggesting that the cen
tral site by no means held a monopoly. The closest 
parallels for Asperg lie with sites like Proto
Geometric and Geometric Athens. The sites which 
produce the imports or rich burials lie 100 km or more 
apart, somewhat more than one would expect under 
the “city-state” model. Unfortunately we have no 
useful documentary evidence in the Greek sources for 
this period.

The fifth century B.C. Most of the centres of Hall- 
statt D disappear at the end of the sixth century, 
though imported goods and wealthy burials still con
tinue in central Europe, but in areas adjacent to (espe
cially north of) the earlier centres. One centre that 
does continue is Bourges; it has imports, but not espe
cially wealthy burials. Writing several centuries later, 
Livy names the Bituriges Cubi under their king Ambi- 
gatus, as the most powerful tribe in Gaul, and as the 
instigators of the Gallic invasions of northern Italy 
and central Europe at the end of the fifth century. If 
we accept Livy’s statment at face value (and there is 
nothing in their later history to suggest why Livy 
might have exaggerated the power of the Bituriges 
Cubi), then it indicates that the tribal organisation was 
already in existence then. It had certainly become 
crystallised by the time of Polybius in the third cen
tury B.C.

Fourth-second centuries B.C. The centuries fol
lowing the period of apparently peaceful contact are 
marked by a demise of the trade, and of armed inva
sion of the Mediterranean countries by groups from 
central and western Europe. It is a period when, in 
central Europe, it is difficult to identify any central- 
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ising features in the archaeological evidence - no (or 
few) wealthy burials, no central places, either defen
sive, ritual, or demographic (Collis [1995b]). The 
only possible exceptions are two or three cult sites 
where enclosures were constructed, or deposition 
starts to take place, perhaps at the beginning of the 
third century (at Gournay-sur-Aronde, or at the 
eponymous site of La Tène). With the second century 
this evidence begins to accelerate, with more sites 
becoming recognisable, and an increasing amount of 
deposition, especially of weapons, but also of humans 
and animals. This continues on, reaching its height in 
the period of the oppida. Caesar himself was certainly 
aware of the religiosity of the Gauls, and of the depo
sition of booty from wars, and of human sacrifice, but 
he makes no mention of whether this was happening 
at a tribal, or at a supra-tribal level. On the basis of the 
number of sites known in Belgic Gaul, Roymans 
(1990) has suggested that the organisation of cult 
activities may have been organised at the level of the 
pagus; on the other hand, the number of human bones 
that were deposited at Ribemont-sur-Ancre, or the 
numbers of swords at La Tène or at Gournay, are more 
suggestive of a tribal level of activity.

In terms of settlements, a small number of sites 
which are clearly more than small villages or hamlets, 
start emerging around the end of the third century 
(Manching) or at the beginning of the second (Lev- 
roux, Roanne), and some of these start taking on 
urban characteristics, in size and in the range of activ
ities represented. Around Clermont-Ferrand, in the 
Auvergne, there is an exceptional concentration of 
sites (perhaps one every 500 m), and one at least of 
these, La Grande Borne, was heavily engaged in pro
duction, the working of various metals, bone, glass, 
etc. It is the period when Luernios, the “richest man in 
all Gaul” according to Posidonius, became king of the 
Arverni. This is also the period when trade with the 
Mediterranean starts to develop again.

The oppida. Only for a small number of areas can 
we say much about the pre-oppidum settlement pat
terns. In some cases we see the direct move of an 
entire site to a new defended site a few kilometres 
away (Levroux, Basel), or defences put round an pre
existing settlement (Manching). However, synoikism 
seems to be the norm, though only in one case can we 
clearly identify it: in the area around Clermont-Fer
rand almost all the sites in the plain of the Grande 
Limagne were abandoned at the time of the founda
tion of the first oppidum on the hilltop of Corent, 
though it is difficult to believe that the whole of the 
population was nucleated on the one site; though the 

plateau of Corent encompasses some 75 ha, only half 
of it was apparently densely occupied, and that in
cludes a ritual area.

In some areas there is only a partial abandonment 
of the open sites, e.g. among the Segusiavi where 
Roanne and Feurs contract when the oppida of Jœuvre 
and Crêt Châtelard were established. Here the oppida 
never really develop as urban centres, and it is the 
open sites which become major Roman centres. Else
where we either know little or nothing about what pre
ceded the oppida (e.g. Mont Beuvray) and we can 
only assume that they were formed through syn
oikism; or we do not know what the impact was, if 
any, on the previous settlements. In Champagne and 
in Mosel/Luxembourg many settlements did continue.

The re-organisation of the province under Agrippa 
and Augustus saw the establishment of a local govern
ment based on the tribal civitas, and many Iron Age 
settlements (or their successors) evolved into civitas 
capitals, with their fora, basilicae, and local councils.

Discussion
There are several features of these “tribal states” 
which seem to contrast with the model of the “city- 
state”:

(1) the tribal territories are larger than those of the 
city-state (the latter seem to equate more with the 
division of the civitas, the pagusf, (2) the limited 
figures we have from Caesar for the total populations 
of the tribal states suggest populations, at least for the 
major ones, larger than those of the “city-state” (the 
figures we have for client tribes are more similar) (3) 
the names of the tribes came into existence long 
before the urban sites were established; (4) the tribes 
are not named after geographical features (e.g. their 
towns or territory), rather the reverse; (5) inscriptions 
on coins generally relate to individuals, not to cities or 
tribes; (6) public works, other than cult buildings, 
bridges, defences, and roads, have not been identified; 
(7) the origin of the urban centres resembles more that 
of synoikism among the ethne rather than the dense 
cluster of small villages which have been suggested 
for sites like Athens, Rome or Veii; (8) the urban sites 
in these tribal states seem much larger than is general 
among city-states; (9) it is perhaps only when city- 
states start developing empires that they become 
comparable, at least in the ancient world (e.g. Athens, 
Syracuse, Carthage, Rome).

There are certain areas of similarity in the institu
tions found in these different types of “archaic state” 
in Europe: (1) there were elected magistrates, who 
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were supported by some sort of advisory council; (2) 
there were defined rules surrounding the eligibility of 
candidates for magistracies aimed at preventing 
control by a supreme ruler or family; (3) there was a 
controlling oligarchy whose power was largely based 
on clientship; (4) these states were unstable, and 
oligarchic rule was threatened by tyranny or kingship, 
which could be achieved, for instance, by the display 
or use of armed power (e.g. Dumnorix), or by a 
display of wealth and largesse (e.g. Luemios), but 
these attempts were not always successful (e.g. 
Celtillus); (5) the need for popular support was 
essential if effective armies were to be put into the 
field; (6) in Gaul a quarter of the population seems to 
have borne arms; (7) cult activities may have acted as 
a uniting feature bringing together disparate political 
groups (cf. the meetings of the Druids, the Olympic 
Games, the symbolic role of Delos); (8) the state 
played an increasingly important role in the con
struction of temples and in the deposition of rich 
offerings.

The characteristics which might be used by archae
ologists as key features to identify city-states as 
against tribal states include: (1) the urban sites in city- 
states should show a range of characteristics which 
they share in common (cult buildings; public build
ings, including ones used for administration or as
sembly; a range of different types of private houses 
including those of the elite and of an artisan and or 
trading class; a range of facilities for storage and craft 
production); (2) the site should be relatively small in 
size, though larger and small urban sites can be 
expected; (3) the distribution of such sites should be 
fairly dense (e.g. with around 50-60 km between 
“nearest neighbours”, and with a limited settlement 
hierarchy); (4) if coinage exists, though the names of 
rulers or magistrates may appear, there should be 
prominence given either to the name of the city, or its 
symbolic representations (e.g. the Athenian owl); (5) 
low value coins may be expected to have limited and 
localised distributions, though high value coins, like 
the Athenian silver “owls”, may be used for bullion or 
as standards, and have a wide distribution; (6) there 
should be evidence for an ideology, especially among 
the elite, oriented towards the city, e.g. as the place to 
be buried, or to invest in the building of their private 
residences, rather than on country residences.

Conclusions
The sites in central and northern Gaul do not seem to 
conform to the model of the “city-state” on several 

criteria; these can be gleaned from authors such as 
Caesar, but which are also reflected in the archaeolog
ical data. The characteristics of sites in central Europe 
and central Spain, for which we have less documen
tary evidence, suggest that they are similar to the 
Gallic sites. They contrast with the sites on the 
Mediterranean littoral of southern France and eastern 
Spain, which are smaller, more homogeneous in their 
characteristics, and more densely spaced; for some 
sites in eastern Spain, inscriptions on coins suggest 
that some of them at least were city-states.

This raises the interesting question of why the 
coastal sites should tend towards the characteristics of 
a “city-state” while those inland tend towards the 
“tribal state” or “territorial state”. In part this may be 
due to the emulation of Greek and Carthaginian 
colonial settlements; in part greater self-reliance due 
to an orientation towards the sea, in trade and fishing. 
In contrast, settlement inland tended to be dispersed 
into smaller non-urban settlements, and defence relied 
more on alliances and mutual support along links of 
genealogy and clientship, rather than reliance on a 
single defended settlement. Inland, the conditions just 
did not exist for the development of the typical city- 
state, for instance: the port of trade as an enclave sup
plying a major empire with goods while keeping for
eign influences at a distance (e.g. Hong Kong, Tyre 
and Sidon); political agreement between major 
powers guaranteeing protection and neutrality of a site 
lying on their borders (Luxembourg, Danzig); small 
plains bounded by mountains (Athens); a foreign 
colony, like the many Greek and Carthaginian en
claves in the classical period, on the coast of the 
Mediterranean, the Adriatic and the Black Sea.

Perhaps this contrast between inland territorial 
states and coastal city-states, is not confined to the 
southern Europe, e.g. in north Africa and the northern 
Black Sea. Is it a world-wide phenomenon, and if so, 
why?
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Mecca and Medina
Arab City-States or Arab Caravan-Cities?

Jørgen Bæk Simonsen

A number of cities in different parts of the modern 
Arab world have been involved in international trade 
from very early in human history. Saba’ in Yemen and 
Taymâ’ in the northern part of the Arabian Peninsula 
are known as trading cities already in the second mil
lennium B.C.1 while many others are attested in later 
centuries. The sources available for an analysis of 
these cities are unfortunately few in number and we 
are unable to follow their history in any detail.

In the first centuries of the first millennium A.D. a 
number of caravan-cities were existing in different 
parts of the Middle East. Among these were Dura Euro
pos and Palmyra in the Syrian desert (Browning 
[1979]; Starky & Gawlikowski [1985]); Petra in the 
Jordanian desert (Bourbon [1999]); Taymâ’, Dûmat al- 
Djandal, Wâdî al-Qurâ, Tâ’if, ‘Ukâz and Mecca in the 
Arabian Peninsula2 as well as al-Hîra close to the Per
sian Gulf (Encyclopaedia of Islam [1971] Ill: 462f [Ir
fan Shahid]). Dura Europos lost its significance due to 
changed political relations between the two dominant 
empires of the Middle East, Petra and Palmyra were 
both conquered by the Roman Empire and al-Hîra 
became a kind of autonomous city in the Sasanid 
Empire.

Events in Mecca ended up the other way around. 
Mecca was out-manoeuvered by traders from the 
town itself who at a certain point were forced to settle 
in another city. As a result of this they transformed 
Medina into a competing caravan-city that finally was 
to replace it completely. Almost all the evidence we 
have pertaining to the history of the cities on the 
Arabian Peninsula concerns Mecca and Medina, but 
they were just two out of a whole string of caravan
cities.

Analysis of the sources relating to the conflict 
between Mecca and Medina in the beginning of the 
7th century is faced with a serious problem. Modern 
scientific research has accepted and even interpolated 
the dichotomy of the later Arab-Muslim historical tra
dition dividing history into an age of jâhilîya, i.e. an 

age of unbelief, on the one side and al-’asr al-islâmî, 
the age of Islam on the other.

We find the same dichotomy between pre and post 
in other historical settings as well, but the idea of 
dividing the history of the Arabian Peninsula into a 
pre-Islamic period to be followed by an Islamic one 
seriously violates our understanding of the social 
dynamics shaping both pre-Islamic and post-Islamic 
Arab history as far as the two cities are concerned. It 
would be futile to neglect Islam’s immense im
portance for the history of mankind, but in our effort 
to understand specific shorter periods of history it is 
of great importance not to analyse history backwards 
by interpolating chronologically later phenomena into 
a context where they do not belong.

Mecca is defined in the Qur’ân as the religious 
centre for all Muslims.3 Prior to the revelation of Sura 
2.142-4 Muslims in Mecca faced the direction of 
Jerusalem when they conducted their daily prayers. 
We can analyse the content of the revelations in the 
Qur’ân as well as the interpretation worked out in the 
later Muslim tradition in our effort to explain why 
Mecca became the centre of Islam, but such an 
analysis will not explain why Mecca as a city with its 
own peculiar polity was developed in the first place.

This article is based on the view that a proper 
understanding of the historical dynamics in the 
Arabian Peninsula is precluded by an uncritical 
acceptance of the dichotomy of the Arab-Muslim 
historical tradition as the principal force behind events 
in the first part of the 7th century. Historians have to 
maintain that history is created by man and they 
have to abandon the idea that historical events are 
orchestrated by God.

Trade and Caravan Cities
Mecca’s early history is hazy and the information 
collected in the later Muslim tradition is difficult to 
analyse in so far as it is narrated and composed to fit
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Fig. 1. Map of Arabia in Late Antiquity.

later Muslim needs. What made the town important 
can, however, be deduced from the Qur’ân: inter
national and local trade (Cf. Sura 106.2). Mecca is not 
situated in a fertile area. It is located in a barren valey 
surrounded by mountains with only limited access to 
land suitable for agriculture. As a result the city 
depended on importing food from other more fertile 
areas in the region. This was possible4 because the 
city from late in the 5th and all through the 6th 
century successfully secured itself an important 
position in the caravan trade in the western part of the 
peninsula.

The reasons for this development were manifold. 
First of all there was a demand and a market for the 
commodities procured by the traders of Mecca. It lay 
to the North, where first the Roman Empire and later 
the Byzantine continuously demanded commodities 
from Yemen, India and East Africa to be supplied by 
international trade. From the late 5th century the 

centre for this trade was Mecca, geopolitically placed 
on the periphery and outside the reach of the 
Roman/Byzantine as well as the Sasanid empires.

From the periphery the traders of the cities of the 
peninsula carefully followed the political develop
ments and the tensions between the two northern 
empires, as is witnessed in the Qur’ân. Sura 30, en
titled Surat al-Rûm (the Chapter of the Romans), hints 
at the conflict between the Byzantines and the Per
sians starting in the early 7th century and ending in 
629 . The passage provides us with a clear indication 
of the interest shown by the traders in Mecca and the 
importance of their being up-to-date with the political 
relations between the two great empires.5

But other pre-conditions had to be fulfilled as well. 
The geographical position of Mecca made it secure vis 
à vis the two big empires. The logistical problem of 
how to connect the markets and bring the desired 
commodities from one place to the other could not be 
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solved until the camel was domesticated. That hap
pened in Eastern Africa late in the second millennium 
B.C. and from there the knowledge of domestication 
of this incredible animal was passed on to the Arabs 
(Bulliet [1975]).

The domestication of the camel made it possible for 
cities in Arabia to play an active role in international 
trade - and thus for families in Mecca to secure for 
themselves a position in the trade bringing the coveted 
commodities from distant places to the cities along the 
Mediterranean Sea. India and East Africa traded with 
Yemen and Meccan traders carried commodities by 
caravans from there to the markets in Syria and 
Egypt.6 We are unable to follow the development of 
this trade in detail, but by the end of the 6th century 
the leading tribe in Mecca, Quraysh, had secured for 
itself an important role in this respect.

Scholars disagree on the importance of Meccan 
trade7 and we do not have reliable sources at hand to 
measure its exact size and extent. We do not lack 
sources, however, to judge its importance for the 
traders of Mecca. The economic consequences for 
Mecca’s position as an important centre for the cara
van trade was evident to the leading trading families 
from the very beginning when Muhammad began to 
preach his new religion.

Ilâf and Hums
In all pre-modem societies it is impossible to separate 
religion from culture and politics, and this was also the 
case in Mecca. The Meccans worshipped a number of 
different gods, and as Quraysh from the end of the 5th 
century slowly began to monopolise the trade, a paral
lel unification of religion developed as well. Mecca 
never became the sole religious centre of the pre-Is- 
lamic Arab world,8 but its importance seems to have 
increased during the 6th century, and the religious 
rites conducted during the sacred months at the Ka’ba 
in Mecca offer only one of several examples of a grow
ing sense of common origin and identity in the pre- 
Islamic Arab society. Pre-Islamic poetry presented at 
the religious festivals indicate a growing tendency to 
use the same poetic norms and rules as well as the same 
language (Bamyeh [1999] and Borg [1997]).

The trade monopoly was a result of the social 
and political organisation initiated by Qusayy, the 
organiser and leader of Quraysh, who in the late 5th 
century succeeded in organising the polity of Mecca 
in the way in which it existed at the beginning of the 
7th century when Muhammad appeared on the scene.9 
Qusayy drew up a number of agreements called ilâf 

with tribes and cities in the western part of the penin
sula as a means of securing safe passage for the 
Meccan caravans.10

Such agreements were a sine qua non for the trade 
because there was no major political entity in the 
region. Power was vested with different families in 
the various areas and they had yet to be integrated into 
a system from which all could benefit. Qusayy and 
after him other leaders of Quraysh were able to nego
tiate a number of such agreements which were a pre
condition for a secure caravan trade. During the 6th 
century these ilâfs were extended to include religious 
agreements defined in the so-called hums (Simon 
[1970]).

Qusayy also introduced a new political institution 
in Mecca, the assembly, set up in a building, dâr al- 
nadwa, erected north of the Ka’ba to be the place 
where leaders of the various families in Mecca could 
meet and decide on matters of mutual interest. Tradi
tion has it that no decision in Mecca was taken 
without first being discussed in the dâr al-nadwa (Ibn 
Ishâq [1978] 1.124). Several other offices were estab
lished, among these the office of saqîya (Ibn Ishâq 
[1978] 1.118). The person in charge of this office had 
to supply drinking water for the pilgrims participating 
in the religious ceremonies.

Lammens (1928) and later Hamidullah (1938) have 
both interpreted this as proof of the existence of some 
kind of city council in Mecca, like the councils to be 
found in Italian cities during the later Middle Ages. 
But this seems not to be a proper analogy, as is 
apparent when we take a closer look at how the ruling 
elite reacted when Muhammad began to preach in 
public.

The Muslim sources have two different traditions 
concerning which revelation was the first to be passed 
on to Muhammad. One tradition mentions Sura 96.1-8 
to be the first, another Sura 74 (Watt [1970]). Modem 
research, be it Muslim, or non-Muslim has not been 
able to solve the question. Be that as it may, the ex
perience Muhammad had in a cave called al-Hira in 
the mountains surrounding his native town Mecca in 
610 was to polarise further a power struggle that had 
already begun years before.

Not all tribes in Mecca benefited to the same extent 
from the local and international trade, and a number of 
the less fortunate families organised themselves in a 
confederation in order to help each other against the 
leading families in Mecca. Their confederation is 
called hilfal-fudul in the sources and comprised those 
families inside Quraysh who did not belong to the 
inner circle.11 The reason for the establishment of the 
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confederation was a debt by a member of the inner 
circle of Quraysh to a tradesman belonging to the 
families who organised the hilf al-fudûl. The member 
of the richer family refused to pay because the person 
entitled to the payment had died.

We are unable to follow the internal discussion be
tween the inner power-circle and those who felt they 
were kept at a distance. We can only conclude that dif
ferences existed. And these differences mattered a lot 
when the leading families in Quraysh had to decide 
how to react when Muhammad began to preach Islam 
in public.

Religion and Politics
After serious hesitation Muhammad finally inter
preted the experience he had had in the cave as a sign 
from God (Ibn Ishâq [1978] 1.221). He was convinced 
that God had decided to call him to be a prophet to 
bring to the Arabs knowledge of His will and His plan 
with the creation. In the following years this idea was 
further elaborated, and Muhammad was defined as 
“the seal of the prophets”, i.e. the last one to receive 
revelation from God ending the long series of 
prophets and messengers He had sent to mankind 
throughout history (Sura 33.40 and Sura 3.84).

From the beginning Muhammad was aware of the 
significance for the history of Mecca of his claim to 
be God’s messenger. When he began to preach Islam 
in public a few years later two principal ideas can be 
found in all of his early revelations (Watt [1970] 15ff). 
One is a call to believe in the One and only God, the 
Creator of man, and the other one is a strong critique 
of the social rules and norms in his native city. Those 
in power ought to thank the One and only God for 
their success in life, but they did not. Instead of 
thanking God for their material gains and pleasant 
life, they behaved as if they themselves were the 
reason for their happy fortune. At the same time they 
neglected to pay attention to society in general and 
refused to fulfil the traditional social responsibility vis 
à vis the poor, the old, the widows and other margin
alised groups of society.12

Muhammad’s early revelations are embedded in a 
strong critique of religious and social conditions in 
Mecca. Those in power were quick to react and tried 
to persuade his family to stop his proselyting. Mu
hammad, however, carried on and remained true to 
his call and in all revelations dating to his life in 
Mecca the two themes remain central. Both malaises 
could be cured if only Muhammad’s call was 
accepted. As was the case in all other pre-modern 

societies religion and politics were interwined and 
therefore Muhammad’s critique was both religious 
and political.

This interwining had important consequences as the 
conflict gradually developed. Muhammad met with 
strong criticism and his native townsmen accused him 
of borrowing ideas from Christians and Jews or for 
telling tales he had heard from strangers.13 This forced 
Muhammad to elaborate on Islam and gave way to an 
interpretation of the relationship between Islam and 
other religions where Islam was defined not as a new 
religion, but as the religion of Abraham as explicitly 
stated in Sura 3.67. As such Islam had a double rôle to 
fulfil. On the one hand it was to replace the polythism 
of the people living in Mecca, and on the other hand it 
was a necessary correction of the two earlier mono
theistic religions, Christianity and Judaism. Both reli
gions were widespread on the Arabian peninsula 
before the revelation of Islam.

In the Qur’ân we are able to follow the debate 
Muhammad had with both followers of the local tradi
tional religion and followers of the two monothistic 
religions.14 In what became the classical Muslim tra
dition the conflict was interpreted as one between the 
final revelation from God (Islam) and polytheism/ 
false monotheism, a conflict finally won by Islam 
when Mecca was conquered in 630.

From Internal Conflict to External 
Confrontation
When Muhammad began his revelation in public he 
encountered with strong scepticism from people in his 
native town. Leading members of Quraysh tried to 
mobilise the public against his preaching and to a 
certain extent succeeded. They were able to organise 
an economic boycott of Banû Hâshim, i.e. the family 
to which Muhammad belonged, a fact which shows 
that decisions taken in the dár al-nadwa were 
connected with an executive political power of some 
sort. But it certainly had its limits.

As long as Muhammad was supported by his 
family, his opponents were unable to isolate him or for 
that matter ask any office or official institution to 
intervene. His family could be excluded from trade 
arrangements as a result of decisions taken in the <7<7r 
al-nadwa, but neither he nor his family could be 
socially excluded from Meccan society. This is 
evident from the description in the sources of the eco
nomic boycott to which Muhammad and his family 
were exposed for several years. His family remained 
part of the Meccan society. As a result he was able to 
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continue his mission introducing the Qur’ân to his 
native city even though those in power did not like it.

When Muhammad’s uncle Abû Tâlib15 died in 619 
the situation changed for the worse. Until his death, 
Abû Tâlib had been the undisputed leader of Band 
Hâshim and although he himself never became a 
Muslim, he defended his nephew abiding by the social 
rules of his time. Any individual was totally depen
dent on the support of his or her family, and Abû Tâlib 
never accepted the accusations raised by the other 
families in Quraysh, nor did he share the scruples 
aired in the dâr al-nadwa as to the possible negative 
consequences for Mecca’s trade if Muhammad 
continued his mission.

After Abû Tâlib’s death a sworn enemy of Mu
hammad called Abû Lahâb16 was elected17 new leader 
of Band Hashim. Muhammad was aware of the nega
tive not to say threatening consequences of Abû Lâ- 
hab’s election and immediately tried to establish rela
tions with people outside Mecca as a means securing 
his and his supporters security, but in vain (Ibn Ishâq 
[1978] 11.71 ff). No one dared to challenge the political 
system dominated by Quraysh.

During the religious ceremonies in 620 Muhammad 
had negotiations with a group of people from Yathrib 
(Medina), an oasis north of Mecca (Ibn Ishâq [1978] 
II.67f). The following year new negotiations were 
conducted, and during the summer of 622 most of the 
Muslims in Mecca - around 200 in number - left for 
Medina. The last to leave were Muhammad and Abû 
Bakr, who arrived in Medina after a dramatic and dan
gerous trip (Ibn Ishâq [1978] 00.000).

The negotiations between the delegation from 
Medina and Muhammad transformed the year-long 
conflict from a local one between members of the 
same community to one between different cities (Bæk 
Simonsen [1988] 24). And as Muhammad and his 
supporters were all traders, it was no surprise that the 
muhâdjirûn™ from their arrival in Medina tried to 
make Medina a new caravan city in the region.

Dhimma and Security
Later Muslim tradition depicts Muhammad’s efforts 
in both Mecca and Medina as a religious struggle for 
the One and only God. But part and parcel of this con
flict was another fight: a fight over who was to benefit 
from the caravan trade. Until the hidjra Quraysh were 
in charge and they were centred in Mecca. When 
Muhammad and his supporters in 622 settled in 
Medina, the original conflict was changed from an 
internal Meccan conflict to an open fight between two 

sections of Meccan society where the group in opposi
tion to those in power for a time yielded in order to 
seek support from outside the city.

From the very beginning Muhammad and his sup
porters tried to establish alliances with other groups in 
the region who were ready to challenge the power 
wielded by Quraysh in Mecca. Of course, that was not 
easy, but the many attacks on Mecca’s caravans initi
ated from the moment when Muhammad arrived in 
Medina soon resulted in a confrontation between the 
muhâdjirûn and Quraysh. In March 624 at Badr the 
two groups met in battle and the muhâdjirûn were vic
torious.

Later Muslim tradition has presented the battle at 
Badr as a battle between Muslims and polytheists. It 
certainly was a battle between one group consisting of 
Muslims who had accepted Islam and belief in the 
One God and another group refusing to accept 
Muhammad’s revelation. The crucial point, however, 
is that both groups originated in Mecca and repre
sented two different positions: on the one hand a 
group challenging the power of Quraysh consisting of 
Muhammad and his muhâdjirûn, and on the other 
hand a group eager to maintain economic and cultural 
conditions as they were.

From 622 onwards Muhammad invited tribes and 
people settled in the area to become allies by offering 
them dhimma™ i.e. an alliance of mutual support and 
assistance. Dhimma was in other words a concept 
completely analogous to Mecca’s ilâf. We need not go 
into details here, but it is interesting to note how later 
Muslim sources contain traditions underlining the fact 
that the first attacks on the Meccan caravans after the 
hidjra were conducted only by the muhâdjirûn and 
not by Muslims living in Mecca.20 Muhammad’s 
faction won general support concurrently with the 
belief that the struggle with Quraysh might end up 
with a victory for Muhammad. Even in the late 620s 
many Muslims in Medina hesitated to support his 
fight, as is evident from the many critical utterances in 
the Qur’ân referring to the hypocrites, the munâfiqûn 
(Watt [1970] 120).

To fully understand this we have to look at the 
agreement negotiated between Muhammad and his 
supporters on the one hand, and the groups living in 
Medina on the other. This agreement stipulated the 
social position of Muhammad and his muhâdjirûn in 
the city, and one of its clauses guaranteed their secu
rity - dhimma (Ibn Ishâq [ 1978] IL 148f) - but without 
any implicit religious consequences at all.21

We know very little about the polity of Medina at 
the time when Muhammad and his supporters arrived. 
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The agreement reflects a political structure similar to 
the one we know from Mecca. There were no collect
ive decision-making institutions, nor was there any 
central executive power in Medina, and the various 
families seem to have been autonomous and respon
sible for law and order inside their own ranks. There 
is, however, an indirect reference to Muhammad in 
the agreement stating that in case two opposing 
groups in the city were unable to solve a conflict, they 
had to present the case to Muhammad for arbitration 
(Ibn Ishâq [1978] 11.149). It is important to stress that 
this was not legitimised by reference to Muhammad’s 
perception of himself as God’s messenger. In other 
words, when the various groups in Medina decided to 
allow Muhammad and his supporters to settle in the 
city, it was due to their need for a person to function as 
arbitrator in the many conflicts among the different 
groups living in the oasis.

The same lack of reference to any demand to accept 
Islam is visible in the first agreements Muhammad 
negotiated with others (Bæk Simonsen [1988] 7Iff). 
As time went on and the efforts to weaken Mecca took 
shape, the demands formulated by Medina with 
regard to Islam increased. But even in 630, when 
Muhammad and his supporters conquered Mecca and 
made it clear to everyone that the struggle had ended 
with total victory for Muhammad, he still abided by 
the traditional rules and permitted a period of time to 
pass before agreements made prior to the conquest 
would lapse (Sura 9.1 -6).

Pax Medina
As mentioned above, we know very little about the 
polity of Medina. As time went on and Muhammad 
and his supporters were able to expand Medina’s 
claim to be an important new caravan-city, his rôle as 
the new undisputed leader of Medina became evident. 
The position as arbitrator in the agreement of 622 was 
skilfully used to expand his power. The Qur’ân 
stresses the need for the believers to consult each 
other in matters of mutual importance, and the later 
Muslim tradition has numerous examples of how 
Muhammad was used to consulting his companions 
(Sura 42.36, Ibn Ishâq III. 174). But the very same 
Qur’ân also has a number of revelations stressing the 
need for the believers to obey those in power in 
general and God’s prophet in particular (Sura 59.64). 
Sura 8. Iff, discussing the principles of how to divide 
the spoils of war, offers one example of how 
Muhammad personally decided upon the principle to 

be followed, and references in Sura 9.60 to those 
whose hearts shall be reconciled offer another.

References in the Qur’ân indicate an ongoing 
debate between the group who settled with Muham
mad in Medina in 622 (the muhâdjirûri) and Muslims 
from Medina (the ansâf). As we have seen above, 
only Muhammad’s Meccan supporters took part in the 
first attacks on the Meccan caravans. Immediately 
after the conquest of Mecca in 630 the ansâr from 
Medina feared that Muhammad would move back to 
his native city; but that did not happen. Muhammad 
returned to Medina after the conquest, making it clear 
to all that this city was to be the new trading centre 
of the peninsula and the regional caravan-city par 
excellence. Mecca, on the other hand, became the 
sole religious centre for the new polity, now based 
exclusively on Islamic credentials.

It was therefore to Medina that tribes and cities of 
the peninsula not yet part of the new polity sent their 
representatives in the “year of delegations”.22 A closer 
look at the content of the different agreements signed 
is in line with the JA/'w/w-agreements signed during 
the previous years. In all agreements the recognition 
of Medina as the new centre of the caravan trade is 
paramount. It is nevertheless important to notice the 
complete lack of political control vis à vis the tribes 
and cities on the peninsula on the part of Medina. In 
this way Medina continued the policy of its pre
decessor Mecca.

The same policy was followed when Medina organ
ised the conquests after Muhammad’s death in 632. 
The expansion was successful, but the administrative 
system established in the conquered areas was 
founded solely on the experience of the caravan-city. 
Medina never tried to control the conquered areas 
directly. In Syria, Iraq and Egypt the administration 
was left to the local upper class, and their autonomy 
was extensive. In the early caliphate the central 
administration never interfered with local administra
tion. If the tax-demands were met, the caliphate left 
matters entirely to the local administration (Bæk 
Simonsen [1988] 127ff).

The trading system existing before Islam, however, 
was totally destroyed as a result of the great con
quests. International trade no longer depended on 
what the caravan-cities could procure. Geographically 
the area became part of a much larger network, and 
therefore Medina’s position as caravan-city was no 
longer needed. As a result, the leading traders decided 
in 661 to move the political and economic centre from 
Medina to Damascus. The age of caravan-cities on the 
peninsula had finally come to an end. The two cities 
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remained important cities for the Islamic world: 
Mecca as center for the pilgrimage and Medina as the 
city of the prophet Muhammad.

Conclusion - Arab City-States?
For centuries a number of cities on the Arabian Penin
sula were important for local and international trade. 
The sources are too few and too scattered to indicate 
the extend of the trade, but from the stories contained 
in the Bible referring to the Queen of Sheba bringing 
precious commodities to the kings of Israel (I Kings 
110.Iff and II Chronicles 9.1 Iff), from various 
Mesopotamian cuniform inscriptions23 as well as from 
references in classical Greek literature24 we can infer 
that these cities were important and although they 
were remote and situated in the periphery they were 
well known.

Time passed, and some caravan-cities were con
quered by the very same empires which had been their 
economic raison d’être as markets. This was the case 
with Palmyra, Petra and to a certain extent al-Hîra. 
Others remained and new ones developed. Some 
gained importance at certain points of history, only to 
be less important in later times. Taymâ’ is referred to 
as an important caravan-city in cuneiform inscriptions 
in the second millennium, but is less important in the 
6th and 7th century A.D. albeit still in existence.

Each and every caravan-city was involved in an 
ongoing struggle for survival. The sources are too few 
and too scattered to enable us to depict the history of 
the caravan-cities on the peninsula in detail, but 
the conflict between one established caravan-city 
(Mecca) and a newly emerging one (Medina) in the 
early 7th century allows us to perceive the dynamics 
of the struggle affecting all the cities.

The caravan-cities were urban centres. The size of 
the population remains unknown, but in the 7th cen
tury Mecca and Medina must have had four-digit 
populations and people were living close together. 
They practised a considerable division of labour and 
both local and long-distance trade was essential. But 
were the caravan-cities city-states?

On the one hand, we know that each caravan-city 
was able to enter into political agreements with 
others. They were able to negotiate trade agreements 
with third parties and they were able to engage in vi
olent political and military struggles with competing 
cities. They also had some sort of centralised execu
tive political power. In these respects they can reason
ably be classified as city-states. But their social struc

ture was at the same time peculiar and far less cen
tralised compared with city-states or states in general. 
The central executive political power was limited, as 
is indicated by the struggle between Muhammad and 
his opponents during his time in Mecca. As long as he 
was defended by his family those in power were 
unable to contain him. The caravan-cities seem to 
have left it to the individual families to maintain law 
and order. Thus, the caravan-cities did not possess a 
centralised and institutionalised government em
powered to enforce the legal order, and in this regard 
they seem not have been states in the sense of the term 
described supra 12-13. Admittedly, they have often 
been classified as city-states, e.g., by Hamidullah 
(1938); but his analysis is based on an overinterpreta
tion of the powers exercised by Quraysh. In this 
volume they are included among the city-state cul
tures, but only hesitatingly. They were undoubtedly 
independent cities, but they were only on the way to 
becoming states and never really got there.

When conflicts emerged involving more families a 
solution was difficult to find as no centralised judicial 
institution existed. In such cases an arbitrator was 
needed. This was the reason why Muhammad was 
accepted in Medina. When the political struggle in
side Medina developed during the 620s as a result of 
Muhammad’s growing importance, we have several 
examples where single families fortified themselves 
in their own defensive structures.25

The power élite who in 632 inherited the polity 
established by Muhammad and his supporters during 
the previous decade decided not only to uphold the 
centralised executive power gradually developed by 
Muhammad from 622 but to expand it. When different 
tribes and cities on the peninsula tried to get rid of 
Medina, referring to traditional rules stipulating that 
an agreement should end upon the death of the person 
with whom it was agreed, they were forced to adjust 
to a new and different reality.

Medina realised the dire need for changes to tradi
tional norms and rules, and introduced a more central
ised urban political structure compared to the one 
existing in Mecca from late in the 5th century and 
compared to the polity we know only vaguely from 
Dûmat al-Djandal, Taymâ’, Tâ’if and al-Hîra.

The conquests made by the new caravan-city 
resulted in the quashing of all opposition to its posi
tion as the new centre for local and international trade; 
but the new situation had its own dynamic and created 
new challenges. Although Medina had no intention of 
controlling the occupied territories directly, the geo
graphical extension of the territory conquered forced 
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it to resort to political means never used before by the 
caravan-cities on the peninsula.

Medina had to place military detachments in the 
conquered provinces in order to secure their future 
links to the caliphate. The city did not extend its con
trol to territorial domination, but the efforts of the 
Byzantine emperor to regain control of the provinces 
in Syria and Egypt forced Medina to innovate and to 
adopt a new policy.

The agreements concluded earlier were linked to 
the mutual benefits to be gained by cooperation, and 
never involved direct political control. The outcome 
of the conflict between Mecca and Medina was an 
empire based on Islam, and the gradual development 
of an Islamic civilisation from its birth depended on 
cities. But all cities were now part of an empire with 
centralised political power and centralised executive 
legal and political institutions, i.e. with a form of 
domination which was incompatible with the exis
tence of city-states.

Notes
1. Cf. Enzyklopaedie des Islam (1934) IV: 3ff s.v. Saba’; Ency

clopaedia of Islam (1960) I: 180ff s.v. Aden (O. Lofgren); 
(1999) X: 401 s.v. Taymâ’ (F. Buhl & C.E. Bosworth).

2. Cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam (1965) II: 624ff s.v. Dûmat al- 
Djandal (L. Veccia Vagliere); (1999) X: 115f s.v. Tâ’f (M. 
Lecker); (1999) X: 40If s.v. Taymâ’ (Fr. Buhi & C.E. Bos
worth), and Enzyklopaedie des Islam (1934) IV: 1166f s.v. 
Wâdî al-Qurâ (Adolf Grohmann).

3. This is based on Sura 2.142-44. Mecca is referred to also in 
Sura 2.125-27 and explicitly mentioned in Sura 48.24 and in 
Sura 3.96 by the alternative name Bakka. The city was known 
by Ptolemy as Macoraba.

4 .Cf. Muhammad ibn Sa’d (1904-40) I: 258.
5. According to Muslim tradition Sura 30 was revealed in the 

early 620s before the hidjra, cf. al-Tabarî (1987), 10: 21-20.
6. Muhammad’s effort to send some of his supporters to Ethiopia 

for a while shows there was direct trade between Mecca and 
East Africa by way of Jidda cf. Watt (1953).

7. Cf. Millar (1969); Crone (1987); Feldbauer (1995).
8. After the Muslim conquest of Mecca in 630 small detachments 

of Muslims were sent to various places in Hidjâz to destroy 
local sanctuaries, a clear sign of the existence of other impor
tant pre-Islamic holy places, cf. Wellhausen (1887).

9. Cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam (1986) V: 519ff (G. Levy Della 
Vida).

10. Cf. Hamidullah (1957). The agreements are referred to in the 
Qur’ân Sura 106.1-2.

11. Cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam (1971) III: 389 s.v. hilf al-fudül (Ch. 
Pellat).

12. Sura 90.13ff; Sura 107.2f; Sura 81.8; Sura 6.152 and the very 
early revelation in Sura 70.23.

13. Cf. Sura 20.113-35; Sura 26.192-227 and Sura 53.1-29.
14. For a presentation of the chronological sequence of the revela

tion, see Newman (1996).

15. Abû Tâlib was Muhammad’s paternal uncle and father to Ali 
ibn Abi Tâlib who was one of the very first, maybe the very first 
to accept Islam after Muhammad in 610 was called to be the 
messenger of God.

16. He is mentioned in the Qur’ân in Sura 111.
17. We do not know why Abû Lâhab was elected leader of Band 

Hâshim after the death of Abu Tâlib. The later Muslim histor
ical tradition offers no explanation. Sura 111 was revealed in 
Mecca before the hidjra in 622 and thus clearly indicates that 
Muhammad must have been aware of the possible conse- 
quenses of the election or nomination of Abû Lâhab as chief of 
his family.

18. The technical term used in the Arab-Muslim tradition for the 
group of Muslims who did the hidjra with Muhammad in 622. 
The group is mentioned several times in the Qur’ân.

19. The word means security and later became the technical term 
for the security the Islamic polity granted followers of the reli
gions recognized by Islam (Christianity, Judaism and Zoroastri
anism) if they payed poll-tax to the Muslim community. This 
dhimma of the Qur’ân was a security to be given to anyone who 
wanted to cooperate with Muhammad, also his religious oppo
nents, cf. Bæk Simonsen (1988) 47ff.

20. The group of Muslims who had accepted Islam before 622 are 
called al-ansâr in the sources, i.e. the helpers.

21. The agreement is referred to in the literature as the Constitution 
of Medina. It has, however, nothing to do with a constitution in 
the modem sense of the word. It is an agreement socially inte
grating the group from Mecca as one group legally and eco
nomically responsible vis à vis other groups in Medina. Note 
the absence of any religious claims on behalf of Muhammad in 
the agreement!

22. Ibn Sa’d (1904-40) III. 124ff.
23. Cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam (1999) X: 401 s.v. Taymâ (Fr. Buhl 

& C.E. Bosworth).
24. Ptolemy in Geographia refers to Mecca as Macoraba cf. Ency

clopaedia of Islam (1986) VI: 144 s.v. Makka (W. Montgomery 
Watt).

25. Cf. al-Wâqidî (1966) I: 363f; II: 496f.
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Viking Dublin and the City-State Concept 
Parameters and Significance 

of the Hibemo-Norse Settlement

Poul Holm

(Respondent: Donnchadh Ó Corráin)

The Vikings are normally credited with the foundation 
of Irish towns, and more than one historian has 
described the Hiberno-Viking towns as city-states 
struggling to survive in a hostile Irish rural society. 
The first use of the term city-state in a Hiberno-Viking 
context seems to have been by Edmund Curtis in 1942 
who referred to “the city-states of Dublin, Waterford, 
Cork and Limerick”.1 A paper by Alf Sommerfelt was 
indeed titled “The Demise of the Hiberno-Norse City- 
States 1169-1171”.2 However, the term city-state is 
not in common use by Viking historians, and a discus
sion of the city-state concept in a Viking context begs 
the question what if any benefit is to be had by 
accepting the term. This paper will address just that 
question, dealing mainly with the Norse settlement of 
Dublin.

The Scandinavian Backdrop
Most Viking Scandinavian towns grew from prehis
toric settlements, and while their origins were no 
doubt related to trade, jurisdiction, ceremony and 
power, we do not have evidence to explain the origin 
and early development of individual towns in detail. 
For long-term survival the towns depended on the 
successful merger of more than one function, be it 
jurisdiction, religion, trade, communication, minting 
etc.3 The lesson of recent detailed studies of the 
Danish Late Iron Age is that computer-aided analyses 
will revolutionise our understanding of the archae
ological evidence.4

In the 1980s and 1990s archaeologists have demon
strated that nucleated settlements for trade, handicraft 
and power are in evidence at least from the Roman 
Iron Age in Denmark and Sweden. Knut Helle sum
marises the evidence thus: “In most cases, such activ
ities probably had a largely seasonal character. But 
permanent settlement has been proven archaeologi- 

cally in some of the early centres. In a few exceptional 
cases, it is even justifiable to speak of towns. Judged 
by the size of the built-up areas within their semi
circular earth banks, their supposed numbers of 
inhabitants, and their general centrality, both Hedeby 
and Birka in the Mälaren area may be termed ‘urban 
centres’ in the 10th century.”

There is less evidence for nucleated settlements in 
Norway. Indeed, the best-known Norwegian settle
ment of Kaupang was small and seasonal and hardly 
qualified as a town. The ninth- and early tenth-century 
raiders of Ireland came from an overwhelmingly rural 
background, and it might therefore seem an anomaly 
that, when Vikings of predominantly Norwegian 
origin settled in Ireland, they created urban settle
ments as most historiography will have the reader 
believe. In fact, of course, they did not, and the myth 
of the pure Scandinavian origin of Irish towns should 
be laid to rest as indeed most contemporary Irish his
torians have done. In Scandinavian and English histo
riography the myth lives, however. The traditional 
interpretation of Irish history as the constant struggle 
between the original (Celtic) population and the new 
(Viking and later Anglo-Norman) intruders continues 
to carry weight in the minds of historians (Holm 
[1994]). Our interpretation of the (Hibemo-Norse) 
towns needs to be freed of this simplistic dichotomy.

The Irish and Norse Proto-Towns
In response to the traditional view that Ireland had no 
towns prior to the Viking attacks, O Corráin and later 
Butlin have observed that by the ninth century the 
larger monasteries had developed proto-urban feat
ures, and monastic centres like Armagh and Glen- 
dalough had urban attributes such as workshop areas 
and streets (Butlin [1977]; Clarke & Simms [1985]). 
The monasteries probably functioned as multi-pur- 
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pose centres which facilitated distribution, trade and 
other secular functions in addition to their main reli
gious purpose. The consensus seems to be, however, 
that the proto-urban Irish settlements cannot be 
termed towns pure and simple, locked as they were in 
the monastic structure and with such trade as there 
was mainly in luxury items and handicraft for ecclesi
astical and royal sponsors (Clarke [1998]).

Viking attacks on Ireland were first noted in 795, 
and became annual occurrences from 822. In the 830s 
and 840s, Ireland was widely raided by several fleets 
that came inland via the many navigable rivers. These 
fleets were under the command of Norwegian earls. 
From 841, they stayed in Ireland for the first time 
during the winter. The Vikings’ own terminology for 
these camps is not known. The ninth-century annals 
mention a “longphort” in Dublin by the River Liffey, 
in Waterford by the Barrow, in Limerick by the 
Shannon, and in Anagassan by the Boyne. Later 
camps included Wexford and Cork. The Irish word 
longphort can be translated “defended ship camp” or 
“shore fortress”, and the camps must have originated 
as winter camps at places which offered safe 
anchorage and beaching for the ships in addition to 
some natural features which rendered the site defen
sible. It may have been “a small defended fortress as 
at Birka or Haithabu around which was situated the 
houses and booths of an undefended trading station” 
(Wallace [1982] 138).

From 853, Norse activity must be analysed within 
the wider framework of the complex schemes of the 
internal Irish power struggle as the longphorts seem to 
have put their ships and weaponry at the service of 
the highest-bidding Irish king. Until the Norman 
Conquest in 1170, Ireland was largely divided among 
three or four rival over-kingdoms, and mercenary 
troops were in high demand. The Norsemen were out 
of a job only during momentary truces, and then 
resorted to more or less random Viking attacks. Atten
tion was also given to possibilities across the Irish Sea 
in England and Scotland. After the Viking conquest of 
the Danelaw in England, Norwegian and Danish mer
cenary warriors seem to have moved between the 
Danish camp in York and the Norwegian camp in 
Dublin. While the Dublin kingship seems to have 
been predominantly Norwegian and the York kingship 
mainly Danish, the ethnic distinctions seem to have 
had little significance to the Viking warriors. Indeed, 
the Dublin kingship was shared between two co
regents in the 860s, Olaf and Ivar, who also made 
significant conquests in Scotland and tried in vain to 
win the kingship of York.

The Hiberno-Viking longphorts did not survive the 
ninth century. Already by 866, the camps on the 
northern Irish coast were destroyed by the powerful 
Uí Néill-king. A momentary Irish truce seems to be 
the explanation for the expulsion of the Norsemen of 
Dublin in 902 who dispersed to England and France to 
take part in the conquest of new territories. The fate of 
the southern camps is not known but they are not 
likely to have survived.

In conclusion, the ninth-century longphorts may be 
largely considered as warrior camps. They were 
undoubtedly visited by Scandinavian craftsmen and 
merchants and they may indeed have had some trade 
relations with the immediate Irish hinterland. There is, 
however, no historical evidence to support the view 
that they were urban in character, and given the failure 
so far to locate ninth-century Viking settlements we 
do not have any archaeological evidence for the char
acter of the settlements. We do have evidence of the 
wealth of silver that the Vikings brought to Ireland in 
the form of jewellery lost and later found archaeolog- 
ically (Graham-Campbell [1978] 121), but there is no 
evidence which suggests a full-blown urban culture. 
Given the evidence at hand, the camps may be charac
terised as proto-urban warrior nuclei in the midst of 
what was essentially hostile territory. The Vikings 
were for a time able to play off the Irish kings against 
each other but the concerted effort to oust the Vikings 
in 902 suggests that the value of their Scandinavian 
trade objects and their service as mercenaries was not 
a decisive factor to the Irish. In this assessment, the 
Irish as well as the Norse behaved from the perspec
tive of a warrior-like, non-urban society.

The Hibemo-Norse Towns
By 914, a new generation of warriors sought land for 
themselves in Ireland and took up the old campsites 
by the river estuaries. In the 920s, the kings of Dublin, 
the grandsons of Ivar, controlled the Irish Sea area 
from their strongholds in York and Dublin. For a brief 
period of time, the Viking kingship was a major polit
ical force in the history of both England and Ireland. 
In 927, Godfred was ousted from York by Æthelstan, 
king of the Anglo-Saxons, but the Dublin king re-cap
tured York in 939 and held it almost continually to 
952. The Dublin-York kingship was, however, repeat
edly attacked and never managed to obtain a truce 
with any of its neighbours. The English reconquest of 
the Danelaw also weakened the Irish Vikings. For all 
practical purposes, it was a kingship of the sea and the 
rivers, based on camps, and it did not secure a firm
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Fig. 1. Viking age Ireland

territorial grip. Annalistic evidence of the tenth cen
tury makes it clear that Dublin and Limerick were 
locked in battle not only with their neighbouring Irish 
kings but also with each other, not so much for terri
tory itself as for maritime supremacy and in particular 
for control of the riverine seaways. In the Irish con
text, Dublin and its allied camps ceased to have an 
independent political status after heavy defeats in the 
940s. Norse warriors were once again reduced to mer
cenaries in the Irish power struggle.

A total of 20 camp sites are documented throughout 
Ireland in these years but most did not survive the 
defeats of the Vikings in the 940s. Only Dublin, 
Waterford and Limerick are known to have existed 
continually through the tenth century while other 
Viking towns may only have been regenerated as eco
nomic centres in the eleventh century. The term used 
in the Irish annals for the tenth-century Viking camps 
is dún, “fortress”. A distinction between dún and long- 
phort is made in 1026 in connection with an Irish 
king’s visit to Dublin. Dún describes the town while 

longphort refers to the king’s encampment outside the 
town (Al 1026).

The layout of the Viking camp site of the 920s is 
not known, and therefore it is impossible for the time 
being to discuss in any detail the character of the set
tlement and the degree to which the military camp 
integrated urban functions. The site did attract crafts
men and probably merchants quite soon, and by the 
mid-tenth century the archaeological evidence shows 
clear remains of an urban site. The urban layout was 
probably modelled on other developing towns of the 
late ninth/early tenth century such as York and 
Chester, and it is likely that the camp was soon 
secured by an earthen rampart, although the earliest 
archaeological remains of a rampart date from the mid 
tenth century. Anglo-Saxon Mercian towns were forti
fied in the early tenth century, and the Norse will have 
experienced the advantage to a town defence of an 
earthen rampart through their defeats in NW England. 
The Hibemo-Norse are likely to have copied these 
earthworks in their new Irish settlements (Wallace 
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[1982] 138). The origin of Hiberno-Irish towns should 
therefore be seen as the result of a complicated 
process of military and political considerations by the 
Viking kings, economic need for protected trade 
stations, and a mode of urban planning which devel
oped in the British Isles in the early tenth century. To 
further complicate the picture we should consider also 
the trade networks of the Irish economy which linked 
into the world of the Hiberno-Norse merchants. All in 
all, the period ca. 920-950 clearly was formative for 
the Hiberno-Norse towns and kingships but the 
sources do not permit a detailed analysis of the 
process.

The last outbursts of Norse political aspirations 
came under the rule of Sigtryg Silkenbeard (r. 989- 
993, 995-1042). From 980, Dublin had to recognise 
the over-kingship of the Irish king of Meath, and 
Sigtryg repeatedly allied with the king of Leinster to 
establish his sovereignty. However, he was forced to 
pay tribute to Meath in 995, 998, and 1000. Even 
though he probably was the engineer of the great 
alliance in 1014 of Leinster and the Orkney earl, he 
wisely kept out of the battle of Clontarf, thus saving 
Dublin from total defeat. By his death in 1042, Dublin 
was a minor political power, but a growing merchant 
town. The other Norse camps also came under Irish 
control, Limerick by 968 and Waterford in 1035. The 
history of the camps at Wexford and Cork is not 
known, whereas camps at Strangford and Carlingford 
Loughs, including Anagassan, were evacuated during 
the contraction of Dublin power in the 940s.

The luxuries of the Dublin market and the profits to 
be gained by controlling it attracted the interest of 
Irish kings. In 1052, Dublin was forced to acknowl
edge a son of the king of Leinster as regent. Except 
from 1078 to 1094, when Dublin was controlled by 
the Norse king of Man and the Isles (the Hebrides), 
the town was held by Irish kings. They were, how
ever, allowed a degree of self-rule until the Norman 
conquest. The town continued to have a mercenary 
fleet. It was used by Irish and sometimes Scottish, 
Welsh, and even Norman warlords, and was only dis
solved by the Norman Conquest. The Vikings were 
excellent mercenaries, and their ships, battle-axes and 
swords were put to good use (Holm [1986] 340-5).

To revert to the perennial question of who founded 
the Irish towns, the answer would seem to be that they 
came into being in an interplay between the Norse and 
the Irish. Indeed, the whole question of when Dublin 
took on a significant commercial character is not 
solved. Archaeological evidence points to a growing 
mercantile and artisanal activity from the mid-tenth 

century when Dublin’s political independence was on 
the decline. The former obviously played a leading 
role but the camps would never have developed as 
towns and city-states had not the Irish seen the bene
fits of their commercial and mercenary activity.

Territory and Settlement Pattern
To survive, the Viking camps and towns needed sup
plies of grain and meat. Although large monasteries 
like Fingías and Tallaght were in the immediate 
vicinity of Dublin, there is no sign that monastic life 
was discontinued. A possible explanation is that these 
monasteries negotiated protection for steady supplies 
to the pagan warriors. The analysis of animal bone 
finds from the archaeological excavation of Dublin 
shows that the Norse primarily ate cows of more than 
four years of age. This finding is in contrast to finds 
from a contemporary Irish royal settlement which pro
vided numerous finds of calves’ bones. Cows were 
thus only led into the town to be slaughtered. Thou
sands of cattle grazed the lands of the town, partly as 
payment in kind for Viking mercenary services. 
Through the eleventh and twelfth centuries the Irish 
kings sent thousands of kine to Dublin in return for 
the service of the Norse ships (e.g. AFM s.a. 1154, 
1166). The Vikings introduced some agricultural 
improvements. Surprisingly the earliest known Norse 
loanword in an Irish tenth-century manuscript is pun- 
nan, “sheaf’. The word for beans, ponair, is also 
Norse (Greene [1976] 79). The good quality of 
Dublin’s wheat, cheese, bacon and beef is mentioned 
in a tenth-century poem (Young [1950] 14f).

Mogens Herman Hansen has suggested that the typ
ical maximum extent of the hinterland of a city-state 
was one day’s march from the urban centre, equalling 
30 km, or 3,000 km2 (supra 17). We have no evi
dence for the extension of the ninth-century Hiberno- 
Viking camps. As regards the tenth-century camps/ 
towns, there is some evidence for Dublin. In 970 the 
monasteries of Louth, Dromiskin and Monasterboice 
were plundered by an Irish party, allegedly because 
they were possessed by the Vikings (AFM s.a. 968); 
these places almost 50 km north of Dublin were close 
to Dublin's old subsidiary camp Linn Duachaill, and 
the Norse may well have had dispersed lands in this 
area. Closer to Dublin, within a 10 km radius we have 
good evidence that the Fine Gall (land of the for
eigners) was controlled by Dublin. The name is first 
attested in 1013, and contained the monasteries of 
Fingías and Swords which were consequently sacked 
by attacking Irish kings.5 In 1056 in another plun-
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dering of Fine Gall the monastery of Lusk, almost 20 
km from Dublin, was included (AT p. 393, cf. ALC 
s.a. 1133). The southern limit of the Norse territories 
is not known but they probably did not stretch to Wex
ford as an Irish raiding party is recorded as having to 
cross Irish territory to reach the site in 1128 (ALC s.a. 
1128). Norman thirteenth-century land registers show 
that the Ostmen (as the Norse came to be called 
because they originated from the east) mainly owned 
land within a circumference of some 10 km of Dublin. 
Other property was spread across present-day County 
Dublin and towards the south into County Wicklow 
(Bugge [1904] 292-3).

Place-names may supplement the documentary evi
dence. There is a small total of 78 place-names of pos
sible Norse character from all of Ireland, no less than 
46 of which are considered doubtful.6 Most of the 
names are of places near known Viking camps or des
ignate characteristic land marks on the sail route 
between them. The names have not been assimilated 
by the Irish language but are recorded through the 
Anglo-Normans who settled in the former Viking 
towns. The Norse language may have been in use in 
Dublin’s hinterland until the mid-thirteenth century 
but as an active place-name factor its influence must 
have come to an end with the Norman conquest of 
1169-72. Most Norse place-names are found around 
Dublin and Waterford. Approximately 40 km north of 
Dublin are the Skerries, and Holmpatrick, “Patrick’s 
holm”; the last names being typical of the inverted 
word order which was adapted by the Norse from 
Irish syntax. South along the coast the Norse impact is 
evident in the names for the islands of Lambay and 
Dalkey, and for the two natural harbours of Wicklow 
and Arklow.7 These small Norse settlements were part 
of Dublin’s terri torry in the eleventh and twelfth cen
tury, and as indicated above may only have been set
tled in the eleventh century.

The town and its maritimity were at the core of the 
identity of the Hiberno-Norse realm. Yet there seems 
to have been a complementary denomination for the 
Dublin hinterland, the so-called Fine Gall, land of the 
foreigners in Irish. The realm is called in twelfth-cen
tury Icelandic sources “Dyflinarskiri”, the shire of 
Dublin. The name reveals an Anglo-Saxon origin, 
“scir”, which is surprising given the fact that the 
Dubliners spoke a Norse language. It seems probable 
that the name was introduced by analogy with the 
English shires. If this holds true, the Dublin king 
cannot have looked on the territoriality of his lands as 
the defining measure of his kingship. Rather, the 
Dublin king will have looked to his fleet and the town 

itself for the defining parts of what essentially was a 
kingdom of the sea rather than of the land.

In addition to the Irish lands, Dublin claimed polit
ical supremacy over the Norse settlements of the Isle 
of Man from the time of the death of the Orkney earl 
Sigurd in 1014 till 1052 when the Dublin king fled to 
the Isle of Man. Later the Hibemo-Manx king Godred 
ruled Dublin 1072-1094. The degree of interaction 
between the Dublin and the Isle of Man settlements is 
not known but it is likely to have been close (Dolley 
[1976] 15-21).

In sum, the evidence does not give us full insight 
into the extent of Dublin’s territory but it seems rea
sonably certain that Dublin claimed land at least 
within a 10-15 km radius, perhaps stretching further 
south and southwest into County Wicklow. Thus, 
some hinterland settlement is likely to have taken 
place, probably already in the late tenth century, and 
increasing in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. How
ever, due to repeated Irish raidings of the Norse lands, 
a high percentage of the total Norse population is 
likely to have remained in the urban centre, either 
within the protective walls or in the immediate 
vicinity. The evidence for a scattered secondary settle
ment comes mainly from the period after the Norman 
invasion and largely reflects the effects of the banish
ment of the Ostmen from the towns into special rural 
cantreds outside the walls. Some settlements like 
Wicklow and Arklow are, however, possibly eleventh 
century resettlements of earlier camp sites. Sources 
for other Irish settlements also indicate considerable 
land holdings, although the evidence is not as good as 
for Dublin.

Population
The typical city-state is reckoned by Mogens Herman 
Hansen to be a “face-to-face” society with room for 
variation in size between 1,000 and 100,000 inhabi
tants plus {supra 18). We have no direct evidence of 
the population size of Viking towns. However, it is a 
fair guess that the population will have been in the 
lower end of the range indicated. The excavator of 
Dublin, P. Wallace, estimated that the town probably 
counted “several thousands” (Wallace [1982]). By 
1250, it is estimated that the town had upwards of 
10,000 inhabitants (Graham [1977] 45).

There are several possibilities for guesstimates of 
the total population. Indeed, the settlement before ca. 
1100 encompassed an area approximately 600 m from 
east to west along the curved river and 300 m inland 
from north to south making the town a rough rec
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tangle (Ó Ríordáin [1971] 73). In total, the town cov
ered some 180,000 m2 and was densely inhabited if 
the excavations may be taken as a fair sample of the 
area. If we use Russell’s assessment of an average 
density of 120 persons per urban hectare in the medie
val age (Graham [1977] 45), Dublin would have had 
roughly 2,200 inhabitants in the Viking period. Alter
natively, we may take the excavated portions of 
Viking Dublin to represent a typical land use. Exca
vated plot sizes are generally between 120 and 180m2 
and contain normally one living house and an addi
tional workshed. A total of between 600 and 900 plots 
may be estimated, and as the average household size 
is not likely to have been less than five persons, we 
calculate a total population of 3-4,500 people.

If the Irish annals are to be trusted on face value, 
the Norse lost more than 6,000 men in battle in the 
years 948-51 when Dublin’s power was seriously in 
decline. This may not be an impossibly high number if 
we accept that most of these were mercenary soldiers 
who may have lived in encampments outside the walls 
of Dublin. However, there is no way to corroborate 
the number, and the evidence must therefore be put 
aside.

To establish an approximation of Dublin’s military 
power we may turn to the evidence of fleet sizes. In a 
famous critique of earlier scholarship which enumer
ated fleets of many hundred Viking ships and armies 
of 40,000 warriors, P.H. Sawyer called attention to the 
much smaller numbers of 3, 16, or 35 ships in what he 
deemed to be contemporaneous and trustworthy 
records of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Sawyer drew 
attention to the fact that the different versions of the 
Chronicle put the Viking fleet in the pitched battle 
with King Alfred of Wessex in the 890s at no more 
than 200, 250 or 350 vessels. Obviously, the chroni
clers were not precisely informed, but the fleet prob
ably did not count more than a couple of hundred 
ships. As regards crew size, Sawyer based his esti
mate on the 32 oars of the Gokstad ship which he 
accepted as an average for Viking ships of the period. 
By this yardstick, the here (army) of 892 would have 
counted a maximum of between 1,200 and 1,500 men. 
Sawyer added that as the ships would have carried 
horses and some women and children as well, the total 
number was “well under 1,000 men” (Sawyer [1991] 
120-8). Sawyer’s critique was not universally ac
cepted, and indeed caused himself to hypothesize a 
peaceful secondary immigration to England to explain 
the evidence of the place-names for a widespread 
Danish rural immigration.

Unfortunately, Sawyer’s damaging critique of pre

vious scholarship has led most later historians to 
evade the issue of quantity altogether. However, any 
assessment of the Viking activity presupposes some 
rough assessment of sizes involved, and given that the 
annalistic evidence is all we have to go by, it should 
be carefully considered. Sawyer did not consider the 
Irish evidence but the fleet sizes noted in the Irish 
annals do not seem inflated. The largest Viking fleet 
ever noted in the annals was Olaf and Ivar’s fleet of 
200 ships returning from Scotland in 871 (AU 871). 
The large operations of 837 were conducted by two 
fleets of three score ships each; the Danish fleet of 
849 counted seven score ships, which were eventually 
defeated by a Norwegian fleet of eight score (AU 837, 
849, 850). Royal fleets of the tenth century numbered 
32 and 20 ships (AU 921). Later figures are for a mer
cenary fleet of fifteen ships in 1138 (Annales Cam- 
briae s.a. 1138), while the Norse of Cork mustered 32 
ships in their final desperate battle against the Nor
mans in 1173.8 A mixed Norse and Irish fleet of 300 
vessels in 988 is the largest claimed in the Irish 
annals, while two mercenary fleets commanded by 
Irish kings in the early twelfth century numbered 190 
vessels and seven score respectively (Al 988; AFM 
1127; AT 1137).

We have little information about actual crew sizes. 
The survivors of a raiding party of three Viking ships 
which was defeated by the Dál Riata counted at least 
seven score who were executed or sold, giving an 
average crew size of around 50 men (AU 986). 
Another party of three ships counted 120 “or a little 
more” (AU 1098). A great new fleet foundered with a 
loss of more than nine hundred crew-members (AU 
924). In general, the evidence does not contradict 
Sawyer’s findings. Indeed, Sawyer stressed that tenth
and eleventh-century ships tended to be larger than 
earlier vessels and contain up to 60 men, thus pushing 
the average of 30 men per vessel upwards (Sawyer 
[1991] 131). Recent archaeological findings confirm 
this assumption.

In conclusion, it is probable that the fleet of Dublin 
numbered at least between 50 and 100 vessels in the 
tenth century and probably also later, and that the 
demand for full crews would have been no less than 
1,500 and perhaps as high as 4,000 men. In addition, it 
is conceivable that the Norse king would be able to 
summon the assistance of the Norse of other Hiberno- 
Norse towns and the Hebrides and the Isle of Man. 
The calculation is of course very approximate but it 
does have implications for our understanding of the 
demography of the town.

Even if we accept the minimum figure of 1,500 
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warriors and the maximum number of inhabitants for 
Dublin of 4,500, it is very unlikely that the town 
would have been able to man the ships itself. Given 
the high number of children needed to reproduce the 
population and the excess number of women in any 
warrior society, the ships would have required each 
and every male, old and young, artisan or merchant, 
for the crews. Thus, there can be no doubt that a large 
portion of the town’s inhabitants will have been semi- 
professional warriors attracted to the service of the 
ships and willing to serve as mercenaries to anyone 
who demanded their service. Many may not have 
resided within the walls but in camps outside. Indeed, 
as the political independence of Dublin decreased, the 
role of the mercenary fleet in the Irish and later even 
the Welsh power-struggle increased. Dublin’s king 
therefore had to strike a balance between the interests 
of his merchants in peaceful relations and the needs of 
his warriors for spoil. This was an ongoing theme 
throughout Dublin’s existence as a Norse town.

As regards the other Hiberno-Norse towns, we have 
almost no information about the size of the popula
tion. As late as the early part of the thirteenth century, 
there were a hundred Norse freeholders with their 
families around the town of Wexford, and in 1290 a 
man of Norse descent claimed to have “400 of his 
race” about him (Curtis [1908] 215).

Urbanisation
As regards urbanisation and the urban space, we are 
again forced to consider Dublin only. Dublin and Lim
erick were the two major Viking settlements in Ire
land, serving as central places, while Cork, Waterford, 
Wexford and the early ninth-century ship-camps were 
second-order settlements that related to one of the two 
major settlements. However, Dublin is the only settle
ment that we can study in any detail.

The ships entering Dublin’s port facilities, to the 
extent that it had any, were met by the Long Stone, 
which was visible even in the seventeenth century. It 
was localised in the Staines area, outside the urban 
space enclosed by the early Viking wall, and seems to 
have been a marker of Viking control of the area. 
Staines place-names are known from a number of 
other Viking settlements, and the stones were prob
ably put in place as a prominent symbol of power 
(Haliday [1969] 144-51). In this area immediately to 
the east of the town walls were also located the Thing
mount, site of the town’s judiciary assembly, and the 
haugar, the gravemounds of kings and chieftains of 
the town. The ping assembly was normally consid

ered holy and any attendant to the ping would be 
guaranteed safe passage. This must at least have been 
the assumption of the king of Brega when he was 
taken prisoner during the proceedings and sent over
seas (AU 1023). On the other side of the river, north 
of the town, was Thor’s forest, Caill Tomair. This 
must have been a sacred wood and was deliberately 
cut down by king Brian Boru of Munster when he 
conquered the town at Christmas in the year 1000. 
The cutting was a considerable undertaking and may 
have been conducted to clear an open passage to the 
town as much as to undercut a pagan rite which by 
then must have been rapidly declining.9

We do not know the exact location of the Dublin 
market. The word for the market itself, Irish ‘mar- 
gadh\ was assimilated by the Irish as well as the 
Norse ‘stilling’, shilling (Greene [1978] 119-123). In 
Limerick the market was located outside the town 
itself (AI 1108), and it seems reasonable to expect a 
market outside the walled town in Dublin as well, per
haps in the Staines area. The Dublin king started 
issuing coin in 999. Fig. 2, which shows the distribu
tion of silver finds in Ireland of the ninth to twelfth 
century, makes clear that both the Anglo-Saxon coins 
of the tenth century and the Hiberno-Norse coins of 
the eleventh century circulated almost exclusively 
within a radius of about 50 km of Dublin. This would 
have been the immediate market hinterland of the 
town while of course trade and gift-exchange to royal 
courts would have taken place all over the island. 
Mysteriously, the Limerick merchants seem to have 
operated almost without coin. Table I makes clear that 
this distribution pattern does not seem to be distorted 
by find circumstances as coinless hoards are found in 
equal measure within the spheres of interest of both 
Dublin and Limerick.

Sources: Graham-Campbell (1973): Hall (1973)

Table I. The distribution of silver finds according to 
spheres of interest (Fig. 2), 830-1050.

find Dublin
Ireland

North
Wexford

Waterford, 
Cork

Limerick

Coin hoards 28 6 4 4
Single coin

find 3 1 3
Mixed

hoard 6 2 1
Coinless 

hoard 2 7 4 10
Bars and 

ingots 13 8 4 13



258 Poul Holm

Inside the town walls, the urban space must have 
been divided between private and royal quarters. The 
site of the king’s castle is not archaeologically located 
but is likely to have been at the site of the later Dublin 
Castle. In addition, the king owned other plots of land 
in the town, one of which Sigtryg Silkenbeard 
donated for the building of Christchurch Cathedral in 
1036. Another plot is known only from late twelfth
century evidence which relates that the last king of 
Dublin, Höskuld, owned a 'gardha' by the western 
town gate. Other Dublin place-names in -gardha are 
Fissegard, Taxsagard and Apilgard (Bugge [1900] 
325). 'Gardha' is Norwegian 'gard', and is known in 
a contemporary Irish source for 989 when king 
Maelsechlainn demanded tribute of Dublin: "... and an 
ounce of gold for every garden (gardha), to be paid 
each Christmas night, for ever” (CS s.a. 987). It has 
been suggested that the gards of Dublin be identified 
with the fenced plots attested archaeologically. Obvi
ously, one ounce of gold would be a very high tax on 
these small tenements, indeed impossibly high, 
notwithstanding the fact that the number of plots must 

be counted in several hundreds. The identification of 
garó with plot is not tenable from a philological point 
either. The Norwegian meaning of gard is one or 
more peasant farmsteads in a fenced settlement with 
their complement of dependent labour (Bjørvik 
[I960]). Thus, a Dublin gard must have been a much 
larger section of the town than a fenced plot, perhaps a 
cluster of plots belonging to a chieftain.

We do not know if the 989 tax was enforced on an 
annual basis in the following years but similar taxes 
were levied on Dublin in 995 and again in 1000 by 
other kings (AT pp. 349-50, 352). It is likely therefore 
that a regular tax system was enforced within the town 
for these occasions. In 1029 Dublin paid 1200 cows, 
six score Welsh horses, sixty ounces of gold and sixty 
ounces of silver in addition to “the Sword of Carlus” 
as the ransom of king Sigtryg’s son (AU 1029). We 
shall return to the Sword and remark only on the tax. 
Clearly, the tax of 1029 was calculated on a system of 
scores, and it seems reasonable to suppose that a 
simple system of taxation was enforced within the 
town. This system may have been the gard. If the gold 
tax was levied on the model of 989 with one ounce per 
gard, every gard paid in addition to one ounce of gold 
and silver 20 cows and two Welsh horses.

Obviously, we cannot prove that the gard was in 
fact the basis of the system but it seems likely that 
some system based on a division of the town in sixty 
portions was enforced. Piling one hypothesis upon the 
other, it is tempting to see here a foundation of the 
town based on a military system. A priori, it is prob
able that any governance of a town ultimately based 
on the strength of its fleet would have been based on 
the ships. The Scandinavian system of "leidang” 
(itself a word which gained currency in Irish for 
“ship”) was organised as a tax system perhaps in the 
eleventh century and was headed by one styrismadr 
(steersman) for each ship. Dublin may have organised 
a tax system related to the gard on the basis of 60 
parts for the organisation of the fleet. If such a system 
was in operation, each styrismadr will have organised 
one ship’s complements, including the crew. Given an 
average crew size of 30 or possibly 40 men, a system 
of 60 gards will have provided the king of Dublin 
with 900 or 1,200 men. As mentioned above Dublin 
had between 600 and 900 plots, or between 10 and 15 
plots per gard. Each plot will then have been obliged 
to provide one or two men for the fleet.

All this is highly conjectural of course, and as the 
evidence stands must remain a matter for speculation. 
In the High Middle Ages, Scandinavian towns were 
obliged to provide the king with ships for his defence 
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(Wikström [1974] 590). However, the ship taxes of 
Scandinavian towns were never of the magnitude of 
Dublin’s. What is obvious from the above specula
tions is the immense costs to Dublin’s economy in 
keeping the fleet, and only in so far as the fleet was 
able to pay its own way by selling mercenary services 
would it be possible for the town to keep it. The thou
sands of slaves and cattle which entered Dublin’s 
market each year in the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
indicate that the fleet earned its income (Holm 
[1986]); but we will never know if ends were being 
met or resources were being drained from the town’s 
economy.

Self-government
We have very little substantial information about the 
government of Scandinavian towns in the Viking age. 
The law codes of the High Middle Ages are clearly 
not of use in this context, and we are therefore forced 
to rely on scraps of evidence. The best pieces may be 
found in Rimbert’s Vita Anskarii (pre-876). Rimbert 
accompanied Anskar to Birka so his account seems 
trustworthy (Fritz et al. [1974] 546). His terminology 
for the towns is vicus and portus, which were both 
widely used terms for towns in North Europe at the 
time, alongside emporium. The vicus or portus seems 
to have been a trading-place protected by the king, 
while the emporium seems to signify an undefended 
meeting-point for merchants. The tenth-century 
Scandinavian towns like Hedeby and Birka were forti
fied by earthen walls and palisades, entry being al
lowed through a fortified gate, and the towns enjoyed 
royal protection (Wikström & Saxtorph [1974] 584- 
9). According to Rimbert, the missionary negotiated 
with the town council (placitum) and a royal servant 
(prefectus vici) who presided over the council of 
Birka. In Hedeby Rimbert calls the royal servant 
comes vici. Eleventh-century evidence shows that the 
kings claimed fori iura which secured income from 
market tax and fines. Customs and mints were also 
later closely linked. Royal interests were administered 
by the town master, gældker, and the king had a town 
castle (borg) and sometimes owned part of and per
haps originally all of the town land. It is tempting to 
surmise that this later evidence shows that towns orig
inated on royal lands, and that later medieval town 
freedoms developed from the town council.

How far this is relevant to the Hiberno-Norse towns 
is not clear. By the twelfth century, Dublin had a large 
house, “domus grandis”, which was the seat of com
mercial negotiations, “ubi tanquam in foro pro rostris 

sedere consueverant” (Gilbert [1854] I: 153). The 
house was located by the river in present-day Wine
tavern Street and may have been an English-style 
Guildhall. It certainly gives evidence of increased 
commercialisation and the development of specialised 
crafts and trade by the twelfth century but it is not 
known when it came into being.

Incidental mention of what must have been town 
officers are contained in the Irish annals. Thus in the 
tenth century we learn of a pirate band of Lagmanns, 
Old Norse lögmadr, who must have derived their 
nicknames from their position at the Thingmote, the 
assembly of the fting. In Waterford, the leading officer 
of the town is called drmann, Old Norse ármadr, in 
the twelfth century. Dublin’s king Sigtryg Silkenbeard 
killed king Ragnail of Waterford in 1031, and after 
that the town seems mostly to have been under 
Dublin’s rule. Probably, the ármadr was a representa
tive of the ruler.10

The legal position of the Norse was a cause for puz
zlement to the Norman invaders. Around 1250 a 
Norman enquiry into the conditions of the Ostmen in 
Wexford revealed that in the early years of the century 
around 100 Ostmen lived outside the town; they were 
wealthy and owned many head of cattle. The Norse 
farmers did pay dues for their cattle and the land they 
tilled but they enjoyed peculiar legal rights to Norman 
eyes. In return for their dues they claimed a right to 
elect their own lord.11 Although they had been ousted 
from their own town, the Norse evidently claimed a 
hereditary freedom which made them stand apart from 
society at large.

Dublin’s ceremonial symbols, the Sword of Carlus 
and Thor’s Ring, are known from annalistic evidence. 
The Sword must have been part of the king’s regalia 
while the ring obviously was the emblem of the godi, 
the leader of pagan rites and legal proceedings. We 
know that the kings of the Viking warriors swore an 
oath to king Alfred in 876 by the holy ring (“on [»am 
helgan beage”), and the Icelandic Hávamál mention 
the ‘baugeidr', ring-oath. It seems also likely that the 
ring was worn by the godi during the sacrificial 
slaughter (Olsen [1966] 48). We do not know if the 
Dublin king and godi were one and the same person. 
In 995, during internecine troubles in Dublin, the Irish 
king Máel Sechnaill took the town and stole the 
insignia (AT pp. 349-50). The Sword was later 
restored to the Dublin king, only to be taken again in 
1029. It was returned and only finally lost to Dublin in 
1061 when the king of Leinster took Dublin and 
invaded the Isle of Man to levy a tribute (AFM 
s.a. 1058). The Ring, however, was permanently lost, 



260 Poul Holm

and the Irish burning of Thor’s Wood in 1000 
indicates a commitment on the part of the Irish to 
eradicate any remaining symbols of paganism.

By this time, the town had at least two generations 
of Norse Christians. Some christenings of Norse kings 
had taken place already in the ninth century, and again 
in the early tenth century. The conversions may have 
been caused by political expediency but by the 940s 
the annals record a more general christianisation of 
Norse inhabitants. The Norse kings were certainly 
Christians from this time onwards (Young [1950] 28- 
9). However, the break with paganism does not seem 
to have been abrupt which may account for the Irish 
actions. The loss of the Ring may not have been con
sidered too great by king Sigtryg, who became a 
founder of Christchurch Cathedral and a pilgrim. The 
Sword, on the other hand, was a profound loss, and 
Sigtryg may have regained it in return for military 
services in the next few years when Dublin became 
firmly allied with the building up of the power of 
Brian Boru, one of the mightiest Irish kings of the 
eleventh century.

Ethnic and Political Identity
A town full of mercenaries and merchants like Dublin 
is likely to have experienced a constant migration of 
people of many origins. The shifting role of Dublin 
and York in the late ninth and early tenth centuries 
were but part of a wider pattern of Norse migrations 
of which we do not have the full picture. It is likely 
that Danish Vikings came to Dublin from Normandy 
once the Norman overlordship was settled after 911, 
and likewise there will have been Danish and Norwe
gian immigrants from England and Scotland during 
the tenth and eleventh centuries. In the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries, the Norse were very active in 
Wales, and again there will have been a flux of mer
chants and warriors to and from places like Swansea 
which had a Norse population (Duffy [1995] 378-96). 
Intermarriage between Norse and Irish was common. 
It is well documented by the mid tenth century, and 
the occurrence of Irish and Norse personal names in 
Norse and Irish contexts respectively make it probable 
that there were numerous families of mixed ethnicity 
in the town and countryside. We cannot be certain 
about the extent of intermarriage but the reference in 
Irish sources to the dialectal “gig-gog” of the for
eigners seems to refer to a lingua franca which made 
communication possible between the Norse and the 
Irish.12 While there is no doubt about the Scandina
vian origin of the Dublin kingship through the twelfth 

century, any clear ethnic identity of Dublin’s citizens 
is unlikely to have existed. What mattered surely must 
have been the ability of the Dublin king in military 
affairs to secure the survival of the town and enough 
income to alleviate the citizens of the terrible burden 
of the upkeep of the fleet.

The title for the Dublin leader himself, ‘rf or king 
in the Irish annals, seems unambiguous but probably 
was not (Ó Corráin [1979] 283-323). The kingship 
seems to have been heriditary within a group of off
spring of the sons of Ivar, the ninth-century Dublin 
king. Other contestants do appear, the sons of Bárid, 
for instance, and the Limerick kingship clearly be
longed to a competing dynasty. After 1095 the Turcall 
dynasty reigned over Dublin until 1171. Significantly, 
when the Irish kings conquered the towns, they did 
not incorporate them in their dominion but instead 
added the title of King of Dublin (See e.g. AU 1052, 
1070). We hear also of subordinate iarla, earls or Old 
Norse jarls (AU 918). The nature of the evidence, 
however, is such that we can hardly elucidate the 
nature of the kingship.

As regards the question of citizenship - who were 
the true Dubliners - we are left in the dark. We do not 
know if and to what extent the Norse of Dublin gave a 
privileged role to descendants of the first invaders of 
the tenth century, and we do not know to what extent 
foreigners of other ethnic origin like Anglo-Saxons 
and Irishmen were incorporated in the citizenship. We 
do know from archaeological finds that there was a 
strong influence of both English and Irish material 
culture on the Norse and vice versa. As regards social 
stratification, there is good evidence for slavery 
within the walls of Dublin. Irish slaves seem to have 
been given Norse names, and that certainly was the 
case for the servant Kolbeinn who slew his Dublin 
king and master. The fact that even in the thirteenth 
century the Norse stood out as a self-defined group in 
Norman documents does, however, indicate that there 
was clear demarcation between Norse and non-Norse 
people of the town.

Conclusion
Was Dublin then a city-state according to the defini
tions of the Copenhagen Polis Centre? Clearly, it was 
a self-governing community and indeed an inde
pendent and autonomous state during the tenth and 
first part of the eleventh centuries. Although Dublin 
was heavily influenced by Irish political pressures 
already from the 940s, there is no doubt that it kept 
some internal sovereignty throughout its existence as 
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a Norse town, though by the mid-eleventh century 
onwards it hardly had any external sovereignty. 
Dublin’s political identity centred on the town itself 
almost to the exclusion of both smaller and larger 
entities. In short, therefore, Dublin may be usefully 
analysed as a city-state and by implication so, too, 
may Waterford and Limerick, while the other Norse 
settlements are better regarded as city-state outposts. 
In sum. the Hiberno-Norse warrior camps and com
mercial towns of the tenth and eleventh centuries may 
be usefully conceived of as forming a city-state 
culture as defined by Mogens Herman Hansen.

What benefits can be had from recognising the 
Hiberno-Irish towns as city-states? The answer is two
fold. By discussing the possible city-state character of 
the Hiberno-Norse towns, the evidence of these towns 
can be brought to bear on the wider discussion of the 
concept of city-state. Secondly, the rigorous frame
work of the city-state questionnaire highlights the 
present state of knowledge in the field and forces us to 
imagine answers to questions we would otherwise 
have preferred not to put. However, informed guess
work is better than undeclared assumptions. In view 
of the limited nature of our present knowledge of the 
Norse towns clearly we need more archaeological 
research and more evidence to be gleaned from the 
documents. The Copenhagen Polis Centre is to be 
thanked for asking some pertinent questions.

Notes
1. Curtis (1942) 99. I wish to thank my respondent for his obser

vations on the draft paper.
2. Sommerfelt (1957). The most recent treatment of the Viking 

period in Irish history is Ó Cróinin (1995).
3. On Scandinavian towns, see Fritz, Blom, Schledermann & 

Kroman (1974) and Helle (1993).
4. Geographical Information Systems, which have been imple

mented as a tool for archaeological analysis only in recent 
years, will undoubtedly revolutionise our understanding of 
physical evidence, see Fabech & Ringtved (1999).

5. AU s.a. 1035, cf 993, 1014; AFM s.a. 1024; Al s.a. 1013; AT p. 
385 ca. 1045. Also AFM s.a. 1052.

6. Ordnance Survey, Árt Ó Maolfabhail, pers. comm. 1978.
7. Leixlip, 15 km inland, is frequently referred to in the literature 

to be of Norse origin. Marstrander (1915) 149, however, dis
proves this assumption.

8. Giraldus Cambrensis, Expugnado hibernica, eds. A.B. Scott & 
F.X. Martin (Dublin, 1978) 136.

9. Al 1000; Cogadh Gaedheal re Gallaibh, 116, 196, 198. See 
Marstrander (1915) 84-5.

10. Bugge (1900) 306, 315; Bugge (1904) 274. The meaning of 
another title “primhoigthigem Gall”, AU 1124, is not clear to 
me. Bugge 1904, 301 identifies “ariabraid” of Dublin men
tioned in 978 as an Irish translation of fruir (speaker) or 
lögsögumaör.

11. Bugge (1904) 312: “Et dicunt quod tempore Marescallorum 
solebant praedicti Oustmanni terram tenere de quo domino 
volebant infra comitatum pro praedictis redditibus et serviciis 
domino Marescallo solvendis et reddendis.”

12. The degree of bilingualism in the Hiberno-Norse settlements 
and indeed at Irish courts is highly contested in the literature 
and no firm conclusion can be made. Greene (1978) 122 argues 
that “bilingualism was the exception rather than the rule”. How
ever, his evidence is mainly ninth-century sources, while a 
recent réévaluation of eleventh-century court prose indicates 
that there will have been a bilingual audience in the Norse 
towns who appreciated the Irish propaganda (see O Corráin 
[1998]). A priori, we must accept that inhabitants of Dublin will 
have been bilingual enough for commercial purposes by the 
tenth-eleventh centuries.

Abbreviations
AI S. Mac Airt (ed.), Annals of Innisfalien (Dublin 1951).
AFM J. O’Donovan (ed.), Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland by the 

Four Masters 1-7 (Dublin 1848-51).
AT W. Stokes (ed.), “Annals of Tigemach,” Revue Celtique 16 

(1895) 374-419; 17 (1896) 6-33, 119-263, 337-420; 18 
(1897) 9-59, 150-97, 276-303.

AU S. Mac Airt & G. Mac Nioclaill (eds.), Annals of Ulster 
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Novgorod, Kiev and their Satellites
The City-State Model and the Viking Age Polities 

of European Russia

Neil Price

For more than a century the nature of the two urban 
polities established during the Viking Age at 
Novgorod and Kiev in European Russia1 has been the 
subject of intense academic speculation. Before the 
late 1980s - with some notable exceptions - this 
debate was almost entirely focused east of the former 
Iron Curtain, but since the fall of the Soviet Union an 
increasing number of western scholars have also 
begun to work on the problem of the early Russian 
towns and their associated territories. Central to all 
these discussions - rightly or wrongly - has been the 
role played by incomers from Scandinavia, and the 
character of the state that they helped to build.

On several occasions variations of the term “city- 
state” have been used to describe the power centres 
based at Novgorod and Kiev (Birnbaum [1981] and 
[1989]; Blockmans [1994] 227), not least by the 
present author (Price [1994] 188), but it is important 
to stress that there has been no attempt to apply such 
an interpretation in the formal sense as set out by 
Hansen in his introduction to this volume. This short 
paper will therefore offer an assessment as to whether 
the term has any relevance to the Russian settlements, 
and will consider the available material against the 
city-state criteria drawn up by the Copenhagen Polis 
Centre (Hansen [1998] and supra 16-19). An intro
duction to the historical and archaeological frame
work of Rus’ is a necessary starting point.

Scandinavian Contacts with
European Russia
Against a complex background of ethnic migrations, 
by the middle of the eighth century AD the Slavic and 
Finnish tribal societies of European Russia were well 
embarked on a process of social and political transfor
mation not dissimilar to that underway in north
western Europe.2 The East Slavs had developed close 
mercantile and diplomatic links with their neigh

bours, which were to be of primary importance for the 
development of the Rus’ state in the Viking period. To 
the east lay the steppe cultures, dominated by the 
Volga Bulghars who had themselves migrated from 
the Urals; to the south-east was the great nomadic 
empire of the Khazars, who had originated in the Cau
casus and in the centuries preceding the Viking Age 
came to dominate the entire region from there to the 
Volga-Dnepr corridor; to the south lay Byzantium. 
These peoples were the frontier with a still larger trade 
system, looking east and south-west to central Asia, 
China, India and Persia; in many ways, from a Euro
pean perspective western Russia thus formed the 
gateway to one of the most wealthy market regions of 
the then-known world.

In parallel with these economic developments in 
the east, new trading sites and emporia were being set 
up all along the Baltic littoral, in Denmark and across 
continental Europe in the lands of the Franks.3 Scandi
navian maritime contacts with the tribes of the 
southern Baltic - occupying the territories of modem 
Poland and the Baltic States - had been continuous 
since long before the Iron Age. Undoubtedly there 
were also connections with European Russia prior to 
the Viking period, but the first large-scale Scandina
vian penetration of the Russian river systems seems to 
have begun some time in the first half of the eighth 
century. While there is no sense in which the Vikings 
should still be seen as “founders” of such communi
ties in the east, there is equally little doubt that they 
played an important role in their operation: this is 
clearly implied by the political prominence later 
acquired by so many individuals of Scandinavian 
descent. Not least, the name by which these immi
grants were called - Rus’ - was not only applied to the 
fledgling state but was later transformed into the very 
name of Russia itself. However, it cannot be stressed 
enough that the actions and contributions of the Scan
dinavians or “Vikings” (who were themselves a far 
from homogenous group) must be seen in the context
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Fig. 1. European Russia in the Viking 
Age, showing sites mentioned in the text 
(after Noonan [1997]).

of the native Slavic, Baltic and especially Finnish 
peoples of the region.4

The Origins of City-States? Proto-Urban 
Centres and the Gateway to the South
The initial focus of the Scandinavian presence in 
European Russia seems to have been the Volkhov 
river, which they had reached from the Gulf of 
Finland via the Neva and Lake Ladoga. From here, 
small boats could be rowed upstream past a series of 
rapids to Lake Ilmen, from whence they could pro
ceed further south up the Lovat. Via several portages 
(i.e. points at which the boats were hauled overland) it 
was then possible to access the great Dnepr system 
which led south to the Black Sea and the capital of the 
Byzantine Empire, and still further afield to the 
eastern trade routes.5 Initial contacts between the 
Scandinavians and Byzantines seem to have been vio
lent (Vasiliev [1946]), but from the late ninth century 

onwards it was the potential for channelling northern 
trade with the wealth of Mikligardr (the “Great City”, 
as the Vikings called the imperial capital) and the 
Arab world6 that provided the impetus for the growth 
of Rus’ power.

The first material stage in the establishment of what 
would become the Rus’ state seems to have been the 
settlement which sprang up near the mouth of the 
Volkhov, some 12 kilometres upstream from Lake 
Ladoga. Staraja (that is, “Old”) Ladoga seems to have 
been founded sometime around the middle of the 
eighth century and served as the primary “gateway 
community” for Russian contacts with the Baltic and 
the west. Staraja Ladoga was probably the point at 
which boats were loaded and refitted in preparation 
for the continued journey south to the Dnepr system 
and the Black Sea. Excavations at Ladoga, known to 
the Norse as Aldeigjuborg, have revealed a busy crafts 
centre and market, with workshops and small houses 
clustered in yards; the precise plan of the settlement is 
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still unclear, though by the tenth century it covered 
some 10-12 ha. on the west bank of the Volkhov, 
spanning its conjunction with the Ladozka tributary.7 
On the evidence of the numerous cemeteries which 
surround the settlement, already from the beginning 
the population seems to have been ethnically mixed, 
with Scandinavians - women as well as men, im
plying more a settled community than simply travel
ling merchants8 - together with people from the Sopka 
Culture (perhaps of East Slavic descent, though the 
word is problematic in this context), and perhaps 
Balts and Finns.

There is little in the archaeological material which 
implies Scandinavian control of the settlement 
(Jansson 11997] 30), but there are indications that dis
tinctions of ethnicity or other forms of identity were 
strongly declared in Ladoga. I have earlier argued that 
the physical landscapes of river systems like the 
Volkhov, as deliberately shaped through the construc
tion of prominent features such as grave mounds and 
cemeteries, may in some senses be interpreted as 
arenas of conflict where competing strategies influ
encing the socio-political future of the region were 
articulated in monumental form - in effect that they 
may be seen as contested landscapes in a colonial 
zone.9 This is important because it illuminates the 
ethnic background and social composition of the set
tlements which were to develop from Ladoga and the 
route which its establishment opened up, namely the 
great cities at Novgorod and Kiev.

As we have seen, Ladoga was founded around 750, 
not much later than similar Scandinavian settlements 
at Ribe and Birka,10 but by 850 a new site had been 
established further up the Volkhov near its source in 
Lake Ilmen; situated on fertile soils in a water land
scape dotted with small farms, this formed the next 
stage in the consolidation of the riverine artery to the 
south. The choice of site at the source of the Volkhov 
was not accidental, as it was from here that boats 
could take the river road either south to the Dnepr or 
east to the Volga - the new trading centre was the first 
manifestation of what would become the northern 
political centre of the Rus’ state: Novgorod.

The settlement established in the ninth century has 
been known since the 12th century as Gorodisce, a 
name meaning “deserted fortress” and coined with 
respect to its successor (“Novgorod” means “new 
fortress”); since the 19th century it has been called 
Rjurikovo Gorodisce, linking it to the Scandinavian 
prince Rurik whom the Russian Primary Chronicle 
cites as the “founder” of Ladoga, Novgorod and ulti
mately the Rus’ state (see note 4 above). It was prob

ably Gorodisce that the Norse referred to as 
Hólmgardr, the “settlement on the islands”. Unlike 
Ladoga, workshops and dwellings were laid out 
around a fortified centre from the very beginning of 
the settlement, strategically positioned to control all 
river traffic through the area."

On archaeological grounds it seems that Scandina
vians of both sexes were present at Gorodisce in con
siderable numbers from the first, right through to the 
height of its prosperity in the tenth century; like the 
other Rus’ settlements, there was clearly a strong 
Slavic presence too. The flood plain of the Verjazha 
river, which flows into Lake Ilmen south of Novgorod 
and parallel with the Volkhov, is dotted with 
apparently “native” settlements, investigated by the 
Novgorod Hinterland Project during the 1990s. In the 
general absence of cemeteries from the ninth-tenth 
centuries it is hard to be certain, but it would seem that 
the Scandinavian presence at this time was almost 
entirely limited to Gorodisce - an enclave in a 
landscape with a substantially different population.

Alongside Ladoga and Gorodisce, there was a third 
proto-urban settlement established in the late ninth 
century, on the next stage of the journey south. Some 
13km west of modem Smolensk, a large, apparently 
defended settlement was set up on the Dnepr at Gnëz- 
dovo. Over the next 150 years, Gnëzdovo was to 
expand to encompass two separate fortified enclo
sures and three trading communities, all ringed by 
cemeteries of thousands of burial mounds;12 on the 
basis of excavations there, as with its northern neigh
bours the community seems to have included a signif
icant proportion of Scandinavians, but mixed with a 
Finnish and Slavic majority population. From its 
foundation through to the end of the Viking Age, 
Gnëzdovo formed the critical exchange centre and 
refitting base on the route from the Baltic to the Black 
Sea. Its importance was a reflection of its location, at 
the point where ships and their crews would join the 
Dnepr system not only from the small rivers and 
portages south of the Volkhov and Lovat but also from 
the alternative passages through the Baltic lands to the 
west.

Way Stations and Trading Posts: 
Early Settlement beyond 
the Volkhov-Dnepr System
In addition to the Volkhov-Dnepr route - and perhaps 
originating from it to some extent - there are signs 
that Scandinavian merchant-adventurers also estab- 
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lished themselves alongside more local entrepreneurs 
in a wide network of trading stations fanning out over 
the rivers and waterways of the north-west Russian 
plain.13 In the Ladoga region, burials with Scandina
vian grave-goods have also been found in small num
bers around the Finno-Ugric villages on the rivers 
flowing into the lake from the east; these people were 
perhaps involved in the fur trade (Radonikas [1930] 
and Jansson [ 1997]). A fortified site at Gorodok on the 
Lovat, on the river route south from Gorodisce to the 
Dnepr, has also yielded a few Scandinavian finds, and 
was probably another staging post designed to secure 
the river passage (Jansson [1997] 37; Gorjunova 
[1976]). Similar trading enclaves were established in 
the ninth century to the south-west at Pskov, and to the 
east at Krutik, later suceeded by Beloozero.14

Further east along the routes to the lands of the 
Khazars and the upper Volga, more such settlements 
have been found, for example at Sarskoe Gorodisce,15 
near Rostov, and at several sites in the vicinity of 
Jaroslavl (the cemeteries at Timerëvo, Petrovskoe and 
Michajlovskoe are the best-known).16 A second major 
group of sites has been located further to the south
east, clustering around Vladimir on the Kljazma 
river.17 Most of these were initially small sites, prob
ably not much more than stations for re-fitting and 
resupply, providing an opportunity for exchange and 
the redistribution of items passing along the river and 
caravan routes; by the time of the first major expan
sion of the Rus’ state, some of them - such as Sarskoe 
- developed into major centres of trade.18

It was thus on this trading network, and the socio
economic system that went with it, that the founda
tions for what would become the Rus’ state were laid. 
Created partly through expansion from the proto
urban settlements of the Volkhov and Dnepr, its extent 
and progress can be plotted not only through the set
tlements and cemeteries but also through finds of 
Arabic coins, of which more than 228,000 have been 
recovered from over a thousand hoards in European 
Russia and the Baltic region; they serve as a graphic 
indicator of the commerce which funded and stimu
lated the increasingly centralised society which began 
to emerge by the mid-tenth century, the zenith of trade 
with the east.19 The two points of greatest strategic 
importance for the control of the river passages along 
this trade system were at the source of the Volkhov, as 
we have seen, and at the start of the final southwards 
course of the Dnepr where its tributaries converge. It 
was at these localities that the twin foci of the Rus’ 
would evolve, at Kiev and Novgorod.

Kiev and the Rus’ State
In the late ninth century, a number of small settle
ments that had existed for centuries on a cluster of 
hills on the middle Dnepr began to expand and con
verge. According to the Russian Primary Chronicle, it 
was to this place that the Scandinavian prince Helgi 
(Oleg in the Russian sources) and his followers had 
come from the Volkhov and Gorodisce, displacing 
two of Rurik’s men and establishing it as a commer
cial and political base for their operations in the 880s. 
The truth of this is hard to discern, but there is no 
doubt that from having been an outpost of the Khazar 
empire, Kiev prospered during the late ninth and early 
tenth centuries to become the de facto capital for an 
ever-expanding network of trade, the centre from 
which merchants set out for the hazardous rapids of 
the lower Dnepr and the run to the Black Sea.

The first fortified centre of Kiev was situated on the 
Starokievskaja hill, which also served as the main 
cemetery for the town. Other buildings spread out 
over the neighbouring hills, and around their base in 
the Podol quarter was a distinct district for traders and 
artisans. The descendants of Oleg, gradually adopting 
Slavic names as the dynasty continued into the late 
tenth and early eleventh centuries (Ingvar/Igor and his 
wife Helga/Olga, Sviatoslav, Sviatopolk, Vladimir 
and Jaroslav) brought the town to still greater heights 
of prosperity, with even stronger fortifications such as 
the famous Golden Gate, and a number of magnificent 
churches including the great cathedral of St. Sofia. 
Starokievskaja was remodelled as an administrative 
centre with residences for court officials, retainers and 
priests; a garrison was also established.20

As with the other settlements, the Vikings seem to 
have formed a small, focused minority amongst a 
varied population, but at Kiev it is clear for the first 
time that we can truly speak of a Scandinavian elite, 
reflected in high status burials and other finds. 
However, the extent to which the Rurikid dynasty 
can really be considered “Scandinavian” is open to 
question - not least in terms of assimilation - and the 
upper strata of Kievan society were probably a 
reflection of the town’s population.

At first, Kiev was probably still under the nominal 
control of the Khazars, but by the middle of the tenth 
century the trade through the town was reoriented, 
turning from the east to the south and Byzantium, with 
whom the Kievan rulers had concluded exchange 
agreements a few decades earlier. The piecemeal river 
trade of the late eighth and early ninth centuries had 
been relaunched as an organised, highly profitable 
venture with regular flotillas of merchant vessels 
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plying an established route of patrolled waterways. 
Contacts were maintained with the way stations and 
proto-towns like Ladoga, Gorodisce and Gnëzdovo, 
and local administrators seem to have resided there as 
semi-independent links to the Rurikids at Kiev. Fur
ther such sites were established at places like Polotsk 
on the upper western Dvina,21 and Liubech and 
Chernigov on the northern river approaches to Kiev. 
This territory expanded enormously under the later 
rulers like Igor and Sviatoslav, until the Kievan Rus’ 
effectively controlled an area from the Baltic to the 
Black Sea - focused on the arterial rivers and admin
istered through outposts of military and economic 
centres located at key points on the trade routes.

Speculation on the detailed structure of the Rus’ 
state has unfortunately primarily concentrated on the 
ethnic composition of its ruling classes, and in partic
ular the role of the Vikings in this process.22 The detail 
of this debate is far beyond the scope of this paper,23 
but in the evaluation of possible city-state and city- 
state culture criteria the ethnic question is not unim
portant, and a basic level of distinction in the settle
ments of European Russia cannot be denied. How
ever, rather than focusing on simple differences 
between the various population groups involved 
(broadly speaking, Scandinavians, Finns, Balts, Slavs, 
Turkic-speaking peoples and possibly even Sámi) it 
may be more fruitful to examine how such identities 
were constituted in themselves, and even whether 
such categories really have any intrinsic meaning in 
such a context; such a perspective has profound impli
cations for what these settlements “meant” in political 
terms (Price [1998]). Most importantly, we can con
sider the new identity that was created in tandem with 
the formation of the state - the identity which served 
for both people and polity: Rus’. It is entirely possible 
that, over and above its “constituent ethnicities”, the 
Rus’ identity may have itself provided its own distinct 
cultural world-view.

The meaning of the word is problematic, but there 
are strong indications that the Riis or Rhos of the con
temporary sources has its roots in the Finnish term for 
Swedes, Ruotsi (or the Estonian Rootsi), which is 
derived from the Old Norse roÖr meaning a rowing 
team (Melnikova & Petrukhin [1990-1991] 203-234). 
This would be an appropriate derivation for Rus’, 
given the circumstances in which the peoples of Euro
pean Russia would first have encountered Scandina
vians in the trading expeditions of the eighth and ninth 
centuries; the term has a strong individualistic flavour. 
As an extension of this argument, there have also been 
suggestions that the word is connected with the

Fig. 2. Kiev and its environs (after Franklin & Shepard [1996]).

Roslagen district of eastern Uppland in Sweden, per
haps the point of origin for many of the Rus’ and itself 
meaning “the rowing districts”.24

In considering how the Rus’ saw themselves, we 
can by extension examine how they and their territory 
were viewed by others. The Arab sources on the Rus’ 
mostly consist of records relating to diplomatic mis
sions, sent into Asia to arrange political or economic 
agreements, or in an effort to further the cause of 
Islam. Almost all these documents describe the Rus’ 
in individual groups, encountered at various points 
along the route of the mission - the famous descrip
tion penned by Ibn Fadlan after his journey of 921-2 
is a typical example (Wikander [1978]; Price [1998] 
39-42). A similar tone is adopted by the Byzantine 
emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus in parts of 
his De administrando imperio of c.950, when he 
describes the Rus traders’ progress down the rapids of 
the Dnepr on their way to the Black Sea.25 However, 
this document is primarily concerned with the Rus’ as 
a major power threatening the northern security of the 
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Empire26 and his description thus encapsulates both 
aspects of their presence: as a political entity and as 
peripatetic individuals encountered on the river sys
tems of the east.

In the Viking homelands, after the rise of Kiev there 
is no doubt that the Rus’ state was seen and under
stood as a major political force, easily on a par with 
the Romance cultures of western Europe. This is 
reflected at numerous levels from diplomatic, ar
ranged marriages (such as that between Jaroslav of 
Kiev and Ingigerd, the daughter of Olof Skötkonung 
of Sigtuna27) to the employment of Scandinavian mer
cenaries in Rus’ in a similar fashion to the Varangian 
Guard at Byzantium (a notable example was Haraldr 
Harôraôi, who served with Jaroslav and married his 
daughter, and later became king of Norway before 
dying in battle at Stamford Bridge in 1066).

Novgorod the Great
The beginnings of Novgorod can be dated archaeolog- 
ically to the early tenth century (even though the name 
is used in the Russian Primary Chronicle to refer to 
the ninth-century settlement at Lake Ilmen, it is likely 
that prior to the 920s it is Gorodisce that is meant). 
Settlement seems to have shifted gradually from the 
latter island fortress, which after a century of aban
donment was later reoccupied as the seat of the prince 
of Novgorod. The city itself arose as a combined 
administrative and ecclesiastical centre in the wake of 
Vladimir of Kiev’s conversion to Christianity, and by 
the end of the 900s it seems to have superseded the 
Ladoga-Gorodisce axis as the focus of Rus’ power in 
the north. Similar shifts in the location of settlements, 
in the context of increasingly centralised forms of 
both political and religious expression, can be seen 
elsewhere at this time, for example in the transitions 
from Gnëzdovo to Smolensk, Timorëvo to Jaroslavl 
and Sarskoe to Rostov. In the case of Novgorod, the 
creation of the town should perhaps best be seen 
against the background of changing economic pat
terns for European Russia, as the eastern trade with 
the Arab world was re-focused on the Baltic and the 
alternative sources of silver in the German and Anglo- 
Saxon lands.28

Novgorod was divided in two by the Volkhov, and 
by the end of the Viking period seems to have been 
very carefully organised in spatial and administrative 
terms. The western, or “Sofia”, bank was divided into 
three districts called “ends”, with two more on the 
eastern, “Merchants”, bank; this seems to have devel
oped from an earlier system of three ends. Each end 

had its own popular assembly or vecAe, broadly sim
ilar to the Icelandic thing, and it appears likely that the 
ends were used to regulate manufacturing and mer
cantile activity in the town, in combination with a 
primitive form of trade guilds.

The Sofia bank is focused on the kremlin, which 
new excavations suggest may have been fortified with 
a wooden wall in the early 11th century (Petrov & 
Troianovsky [1999]), enclosing the cathedral of St. 
Sofia and the later archbishop’s court; on the Mer
chant bank at the head of the only bridge across the 
Volkhov, was the so-called Court of Jaroslav, the site 
of the veche assembly. Each bank was divided by an 
axial road with cross streets; by the end of the Viking 
Age, a network of churches had been established 
along the street system. The communal government 
seems to have had advanced municipal arrangements 
in place enabling the regular upkeep of roads and 
buildings, as many superimposed phases of orderly 
repair can be discerned (Orton, Reynolds & Hather 
[1999] 31-8).

Excavations in the waterlogged soil have uncov
ered entire streets of buildings, arranged around court
yards. Excellent organic preservation has enabled 
finds of leather, textiles and wood to be recovered in 
extraordinary profusion, giving a unique picture of 
life in a late Viking Age town: the appearance of the 
buildings can be reconstructed with great accuracy 
due to the combination of good manuscript illustra
tions and the wooden preservation on-site.29 Nov
gorod itself had a much more cosmopolitan character 
than the Volkhov settlements which were its forerun
ners, and in particular there is a marked lack of Scan
dinavian material with the exception of occasional 
finds.30

Novgorod was administered by the veche councils 
mentioned above, but ruled by a prince appointed 
from Kiev. This arrangement granted Novgorod con
siderable autonomy, and it is unsurprising that rela
tions between the two cities were always tense. In 
addition to sometimes open hostilities with Byzan
tium, the Rus’ state was riven by periodic civil strife 
as the various princes and local chieftains (the con
trollers of provincial towns) fought for control of the 
Kiev throne. Scandinavians were employed direct 
from the homelands as mercenaries to swell the ret
inues of the would-be usurpers (Vladimir, for 
example, had used Viking troops to fight his way to 
power in Kiev from his position as prince of Nov
gorod), though in the long run this did nothing to sta
bilise an already precarious political balance in the 
Rus’ territories. By the end of the Viking Age, the
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Fig. 3. Novgorod, showing excavation sites and urban features (after Brisbane [1992]). - On the plan the thickness of the cultural layer is indi
cated with the help of hatching, while numbers are used to indicate the locations of excavations and small crosses those of the churches. 1 - on 
Slavna (Slavensky Hill) (1932, 1934, 1936, 1937). 2-on Borkovaya Street (1932). 3 - in Yaroslav’s Court (1937, 1938, 1939, 1940). 4-in 
the kremlin (1938-39). 5 - the Church of St. Boris and St. Gleb in the kremlin (1940). 6 - in Yaroslav’s Court (1946-47). 7 - in Yaroslav’s 
Court (1947-48). 8 - on the Rampart. 9 - on Kholopya Street (1947). 10 - on Chudintsevaya Street (1947). 11 - Nerevsky excavation (1951- 
62). 12 - Ilyinsky excavation (1962-67). 13 - Buyany excavation (1967). 14 - Slavensky excavation (1968). 15 - Gotsky excavation (1968- 
70). 16 - Tikhvinsky excavation (1969). 17 - Mikhailovsky excavation (1970). 18 - Torgovy excavation (1971). 19 - Rogatitsky excavation. 
20 - on Kirovskaya excavation. 21 - Varvarinsky excavation (1972). 22 - Lyudogoshchinsky (1972). 23 - on the Rampart (1972). 24 - 
Troitsky excavation (1973 onwards). 25 - Kosmodemyansky excavation (1974). 26 - Dmitrievsky excavation (1974). 27 - Duboshin (1977- 
81). 28 - Nutny excavation (1979-81). 29 - on Zhelyabov Street (1990-91). 30 - Molotkovsky excavation (1989). 31 - Fyodorovsky excava
tion (1991). The density of hatching in this plan (4 variations) reflects the thickness of the cultural layer in various parts of medieval Novgorod: 
1 (most dense) - over 6 m. 2 - from 4 to 6 m. 3 - from 2 to 4 m. 4 (least dense) - under 2 m.



270 Neil Price

Rus’ were no longer regarded by themselves or 
anyone else as Scandinavian, though their heritage 
counted for something in the homelands. The twin 
poles of Novgorod and Kiev continued as the axis of 
Rus’ for long into the Middle Ages, and outlived the 
Viking Age which had seen their creation.31

Having presented a brief outline of the Rus’ state 
and its origins, we can now consider this against the 
city-state criteria drawn up by the Copenhagen Polis 
Centre.

The Russian Polities as City-States 
in a City-State Culture
Mogens Herman Hansen in the present volume has 
presented a number of elements which are seen as 
integral to the concept of a city-state, and it can be 
quickly seen that the Rus’ towns share many of these. 
The political identity of the Rus’ was certainly distinct 
from their ethnic affiliations, as we have seen. This is 
reflected not least in names, especially “Novgorod the 
Great” which was applied to both the town and its ter
ritory; the town was even occasionally personified 

with a rank as “Lord Novgorod” (Birnbaum [1981]). 
The internal organisation and economy of the settle
ments also matches several criteria: a stratified, highly 
organised population living in spatially-delineated, 
functional and administrative zones. The veche system 
of communal government in Novgorod is also a per
fect example of what Hansen has called “internal sov
ereignty” (Hansen, infra 607) and fulfills the legisla
tive and judicial city-state criteria admirably.32

However, there are also numerous city-state criteria 
with which no concordance can be found in the Rus’ 
settlements: the problems all relate to matters of size 
and organisation. The size of city-states has been 
assessed in terms of their intra-mural area, hinterland 
and population, and at the most basic level the urban 
areas and population of both Novgorod and Kiev are 
certainly well within the acceptable range for a city- 
state; however, a clear problem comes in assessing 
their territory. The immediate hinterlands of both 
settlements - i.e. the area from which they drew the 
supplies necessary for their continued existence - are 
again within acceptable limits: the island landscape 
of Lake Ilmen for Novgorod, and the converging

Fig. 4. Reconstruction drawing of early medieval Novgorod, seen from the west, partly based on archaeological evidence (after Noonan 1996). 
The western part of the city was dominated by the eleventh-century kremlin or citadel and the cathedral of St Sophia. The ‘Market Side’ was 
on the east bank of the River Volkhov.
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Fig. 5. Holmgarör; the settlements on Lake 
Ilmen at the source of the Volkhov (after 
Nosov [1992]) - Archaeological sites in 
Poozerie near Lake Ilmen and the source of 
the Volkhov at the end of the first millennium 
AD. a - hillforts; b - settlements; c - sopki; d 
- assumed location of sopki', e - pagan 
shrines; 1 - Ryurik Gorodishche; 2 - Nere- 
ditsa; 3-4 - Sitka; 5 - Slutka I; 6-7 - Volo- 
tovo; 8 - Usherska; 9-10 - Rodionovo; 11 - 
Speranksy farmstead; 12-13 - Derevya- 
nitsky; 14-16 - Khutyn; 17 - Kholopii 
Gorodok; 18 - Slutka II; 19 - Vodskoye; 20 - 
Peryn; 21 - Prost; 22 - Rakoma; 23-24 - 25- 
27 - Georgii; 28-30 - Vasilievskoye; 31 -32 - 
Lyuboezha; 33-34 - Goroshkovo; 35 - 
Zabolotye; 36-37 Yerunov; 38-39 - Sergovo; 
40-42 - Zaval; 43 - Akatovo; 44-47 - 
Shilovka; 48-50 - Mshashka.

waterways of the middle Dnepr basin for Kiev. 
However, there is no sense in which these hinterlands 
correspond with the territory which gave the Russian 
towns their political identity, a vital element in the 
notion of a city-state: as we have seen, when Kiev 
and later Novgorod became established as true urban 
centres they controlled an area spanning from the 
Baltic to the Black Sea. The settlement pattern of this 
vast region is obviously in direct contradiction of the 
city-state criteria relating to the distribution of such a 
polity’s population. Taken together these factors must 
rule out the description of Novgorod and Kiev as 
classic city-states.

However, the political structures built up by the 
Rus’ during the Viking Age should certainly be con
sidered in the same social context, so how are we to 
characterise the early Russian state in these terms? 
This links to Hansen’s second set of criteria, for the 
definition of city-state cultures. Language (variable 1) 

is problematic, but more in terms of this period as a 
whole than in relation to Rus’ in particular. Clearly the 
Rus’ territories included numerous linguistic groups, 
but they were linked by a lingua franca (or a mix of 
them) in the same way as the rest of Europe: thus this 
question cannot really be seen as relevant in this par
ticular context.

The organisation of the Rus’ state is a different 
matter. There is no evidence that either the Novgorod 
or Kiev polities can be considered as part of an impe
rial structure, despite the vast scale of the territory 
under their influence or nominal control. Outside the 
riverine trade routes there are few indications of gar
risons or other forms of organised military presence. 
One possible avenue of approach here is to consider 
not the area of land involved, but rather the region 
served by the water-based comunication networks that 
were the arteries of Rus’ movement: seen in this light, 
there is a much tighter focus upon the urban centres 
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themselves, surrounded by radial spokes of communi
cations through territory under a nominal control that 
perhaps meant comparatively little in practice. This 
would blend the two categories of Hansen’s variable 3 
with regard to the organisation of a city-state culture, 
and thus it may even be possible to view the way
stations and outpost towns of Rus’ as elements in a 
network of “proto city-states”, if such a concept is 
valid - essentially as the fore-runners to a city-state 
culture which did not develop fully (variable 2).

This raises the question of how the Rus’ state devel
oped, connecting to variable 4 of the city-state culture 
criteria. Three main theories have been put forward 
for the process of urbanisation in European Russia:33

- the towns developed naturally from pre-existing 
population centres as part of an ongoing internal 
process of economic and political development 
(Tichomirov [1959]; Nosov [1993]).

- the urban process was the result of external stimuli, 
principally in the form of traders from Scandinavia 
(Bulkin & Lebedev [1974]; Nosov [1993]).

- the towns were an internal development, but took 
different forms with specific functions, operating 
together in an overall system (Petrukhin & 
Pushkina [1979]; Petrukhin [1995]).

In terms of the origins of the two Russian polities, we 
may observe that all the above can be combined in 
Hansen’s variable 4a, whereby a pre-state period of 
proto-urban centres gradually gives way to the forma
tion of city-states as part of a combined process of 
urbanisation and state formation. Similarly, the polit
ical tensions between Novgorod and Kiev - their con
flicts, alliances and the eventual decline of the former 
centre - would appear to fit the pattem of variables 5- 
13 regarding the internal relations of such cultures, 
though it is naturally rather harder to apply these cri
teria to a situation with only two key polities (it also 
seems a matter of debate as to whether Novgorod can 
be considered a truly independent settlement at all, at 
least prior to the uprising against the Kiev-appointed 
prince in 1136 [Birnbaum (1989) 7], though we 
should also observe that at this time in Europe’s his
tory such a settlement form was not found elsewhere - 
cf. Hansen’s variables 14 and 15). The only apparent 
exceptions were the Irish city-states, a situation even 
more striking given their obvious Viking connec
tions.34 There are, in short, quite compelling grounds 
for regarding the Rus’ domain as a form of city-state 
culture, albeit at a very undeveloped stage.

The City-State Concept and 
the Russian Settlements
In conclusion, the application of the city-state concept 
to the Russian towns allows us primarily to bring a 
fresh and alternative perspective to the ethnic discus
sions that have dominated research in this field, and to 
examine the social patterning of the settlements in a 
new and rewarding way - despite concluding that 
Novgorod and Kiev can only superficially be consid
ered true city-states. An element of the Viking world
view that is consistently neglected by archaeologists, 
and often historians too, is the sophistication of their 
political structures, and the acumen exhibited by 
many Scandinavian rulers in the maintenance of their 
power bases:35 the consideration of Novgorod and 
Kiev in the context of city-state formation also goes 
some way towards an acknowledgement of this com
plexity, and can function as a useful springboard for 
future work. Above all, the uniqueness of the Russian 
polities - over and above their similarities with the 
urban centres and early states evolving in contempo
rary Europe - is seen to emerge more clearly in this 
new analytical context.

Notes
1. The term “European Russia” is used following Noonan (1997), 

as the only label which properly conveys the Viking Age sphere 
of Scandinavian operations in the region from Poland to the 
Urals, between the arctic and the Black Sea - an area covering 
several modern states and extending beyond the borders of the 
Russian Federation.

2. Useful recent summaries of this process are given by 
Dolukhanov (1996) and Franklin & Shepard (1996). See Sedov 
(1987) for a survey of north-west Russian ethnicity at this time.

3. The best recent summary of these proto-urban settlements can 
be found in Clarke & Ambrosiani (2nd ed. 1995).

4. Our sources for the early Russian settlements are fragmentary, 
and dominated by the 11th-12th century Russian Primary Chron
icle (Cross & Serbowitz-Wetzor [1953]), composed as the court 
history of the Kievan Rus’ and as such something of a retroac
tive legitimation of their power; it is this document that claims 
the development of the Rus’ state as a Scandinavian initiative 
by tracing the history of the Rurikids - the descendants of one 
Rurik, who first came to Russia in the 850s or 860s. A useful 
summary of the Chronicle is given by T. Noonan (1997) 138- 
140. Other important Russian texts include legal codes, 
monastic documents and the Chronicle of Novgorod (Michell & 
Forbes [1914]). Looking eastwards, the problematic Jewish 
texts mentioning the Rus’ may be found in the collection by 
Glob & Pritzak (1982), Khazarian Hebrew Documents of the 
Tenth Century. There are also a number of heavily-embroidered 
accounts in medieval Icelandic sagas, which contain valuable 
information but must be interpreted with particular care - see, 
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for example, Pálsson & Edwards (1989), Vikings in Russia: 
Yngvar’s Saga and Eymund's Saga; other Scandinavian sources 
are collected in Pritsak (1981), The Origin of Rus’ 1 : Old Scan
dinavian Sources other than the Sagas and Glashina & Jackson 
(1987), Drevnerusskie Goroda v Drevneskandinavskoe Pismen- 
nosti. In addition there are Islamic reports of diplomatic and 
missionary expeditions sent into western Asia which occasion
ally encountered the Rus’ on their travels along the Volga; these 
are summarised in Wikander (1978), Araber, Vikingar, Väringar 
which also contains references to the Arabic editions of the rel
evant texts. Lastly there are a number of important Byzantine 
sources such as that by the emperor Constantine VII Porphyro- 
genitus, De administrando imperio (Moravcsik & Jenkins 
[1967]). This was a secret manual for the guidance of imperial 
foreign policy, prepared around 950 for the use of the emperor’s 
successor. The Kiev power base was a serious threat to the 
northern border of the Empire, and Constantine here stresses 
the importance of maintaining buffer states like that of the 
Pechenegs as a check to Rus’ ambitions; it is one of the key 
sources for our understanding of how the Rus’ states were per
ceived by their neighbours, and for assessing what kinds of 
polities they actually were; Constantine’s political assessment 
of the Rus’ is usefully summarised by Franklin & Shepard 
(1996) 113ff.

5. The details of this and the other river passages to Byzantium 
have recently been mapped and studied with great success 
through experimental journeys in replica Viking vessels, pub
lished as Nylén (1983) and three reports by Edberg (1994, 1996 
and 1998).

6. An accessible summary of Arab contacts with the Rus’ can be 
found in Jansson (1985).

7. For an overview of Ladoga’s archaeology, see Sedov (1985); 
Kirpichnikov (1988) 307-37; Kirpichnikov & Nazarenko 
(1993). An excellent recent summary can also be found in 
Jansson (1997).

8. See Stahlsberg’s papers (1991a) and (1991b) for a discussion of 
women’s roles as merchants in Russia - this is a vital topic for 
the illumination of the nature of the mobile Rus’ groups at the 
start of the Viking Age.

9. Price (1998); these ideas relate to those set out by Lebedev 
(1985) and by extension to parallel research on the Neolithic 
and Bronze Age of western Europe - see for example Bradley 
(1993) and (1998), both with extensive references.

10. The latest datings for Ribe can be found in Jensen (1998) and 
for Birka in Ambrosiani & Eriksson (1996).

11. The archaeology of Gorodisce is discussed in a number of 
works by its excavator, E.N. Nosov, but see especially Nosov 
(1990), (1992) and (1993).

12. As with the other sites of its kind, the literature on Gnëzdovo is 
extensive; Jansson (1997) lists the basic sources, but I would 
particularly direct the reader to Mühle (1988) and Avdusin 
(1991). Many of the most spectacular finds are now illustrated 
for the first time in Egorov (1996).

13. The Scandinavian finds from these and other sites have been 
reviewed in two papers by Stahlsberg ([1982]; [1988]); for 
other perspectives see also the papers by Pushkina (1997) and 
Rozhdestvenskaja (1997).

14. See Fedorov-Davidov (1989) and several papers in Clarke & 
Simms (1985), together with Goehrke’s detailed study of Pskov 
(1981).

15. This major site, the only settlement from this region (as 
opposed to cemeteries) to have produced Scandinavian mate

rial, has been discussed by Leont’ev (1996) which contains ref
erences to his numerous earlier publications on the site; see also 
Jansson (1997).

16. The Jaroslavl complex has a vast literature, but see Smirnov 
(1967), together with the papers by Jansson (1997) and Mura- 
sheva (1997) which both contain extensive references.

17. See Lapsin & Muchina (1988) for a summary of the Vladimir 
sites and a discussion of their problematic interpretation, and 
Jansson (1997).

18. See Noonan (1997) for an overview of these sites, and his ear
lier paper (1985) for more detail on the Scandinavians’ inter
action with the Steppe peoples.

19. The study of the monetary flow of Arabic silver through Russia 
has formed the basis of much of Thomas Noonan’s work; this is 
briefly surveyed by him in his recent overview of the Viking 
Age in the east (1997) and summarised with references in his 
fundamental papers (1991) and (1994).

20. The archaeology and history of Kiev has been excellently sum
marised in a fundamental paper by Callmer (1987) 323-53; see 
also Tolocko (1988) 344-57 and Ioannisyan (1990) - the paper 
has an outstanding bibliography - and the recent summaries by 
Dolukhanov (1996) ch.9 and Franklin & Shepard (1996).

21. Useful recent summaries of Polotsk and its region can be found 
in Zagorulsky (1996) and Tarasov (1996).

22. See Noonan (1991) for an elegant and concise critique of this 
problem.

23. An outline of the “Rus’ debate” can be derived from the follow
ing works, which span both Russian and western perspectives on 
the problem and contain extensive bibliographies to pursue the 
discussion further in the literature; Arne (1914); Vemadskij 
(1959); Schmidt (1970); Lowmianski (1985); Kolchin (1985); 
Andreev et al. (1986); Franklin & Shepard (1996); Larsson 
(1997). In addition to his works cited in n. 11 above, two papers 
by Nosov also take up these questions with specific reference to 
the archaeology of the early towns: (1994) and the electronic 
text “The Problems of Urbanism in the Baltic Region” 
http:ttwww.arkeologi.uu.setafr/projects!BOOK 20.07.99.

24. See the discussion in Westerdahl (1995).
25. Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus {supra n.4).
26. Constantine’s political assessment of the Rus is usefully sum

marised by Franklin & Shepard (1996) 113ff.
27. See the recent biography by Edberg (1997).
28. See Noonan (1997) 150-3 for an assessment of the impact that 

the re-orientation of late Viking Age trade had on the Rus’ 
economy.

29. See the range of reconstructions in Kolchin (1985).
30. The literature on Novgorod runs to nearly 4,000 works; the 

monumental task of collating them has been undertaken in 
two excellent bibliographies by Gaidukhov (1983/1992). An 
abbreviated version in English can be found, along with other 
useful papers, in Brisbane (1992). For works in overview, the 
early excavations in Novgorod are summarised in English by 
Thompson (1968); other major studies include Kolchin & Janin 
(1978) and Janin (1988). The Scandinavian finds material is 
collected in Sedova (1981) and, most recently, Egorov (1996); 
the best artefact illustrations can be found in Perepelkina (1985) 
and new finds appear regularly in the series Materiali po Arke- 
ologii Novgoroda. The most recent full excavation report is 
Gaidukhov (1992), while the latest developments on Nov
gorod’s main ongoing excavation (Troitsky) can be followed on 
the project’s website at httpdlwww.novgorod.rulcitylhistory 
larclindex.htm as @ 30.07.99.
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31. Franklin & Shepard (1996) provide the best recent overview of 
the post-Viking history of Rus’.

32. The citizens’ councils of Novgorod have long played a vital role 
in the modem political context of the excavations in that city, 
with far-reaching consequences for the permitted interpreta
tions of the Rus’ towns. The veche system was seen as a primi
tive form of Communism, and accordingly occupied a central 
place in the politically orthodox version of early Russian his
tory for much of the duration of the Soviet Union.

33. Summarised by Jansson (1997) 25-7, but see also the general 
comments on these approaches by Noonan (1991).

34. Holm, supra 251-62; in this context one could perhaps also 
consider the Anglo-Scandinavian polities established in the 
English Danelaw in the late ninth century, such as the Five (or 
Seven) Boroughs and the Kingdom of York.

35. A similar view in a similar context is espoused by Ó Corráin 
(1998).
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The Rise and Fall of Italian City-States'

Stephan R. Epstein

(Respondent: John Najemy)

Introduction
The history of medieval Italian city-states has suffered 
from terminological and conceptual confusion be
tween “city-state” and “commune”. Although these 
two terms have been used interchangeably, in reality 
they refer to only partially overlapping entities. 
Communes, as they became known by the thirteenth 
century, developed into municipal bodies engaged in 
local government, which depended on external 
seigneurial or monarchical authority for fiscal, 
military and trade relations and matters of high justice 
(applied to crimes entailing the death penalty). Most 
medieval and early modem European towns and 
cities were municipalities of this kind - and called 
themselves universitates (associations or cor
porations) as a consequence.2

Communes gained these rights or liberties between 
the late eleventh and the thirteenth centuries. During 
the same period, some of them managed to turn lim
ited into full sovereignty and transform themselves 
into independent city-states. City-states were a special 
kind of universitas or commune that in addition to 
municipal self-rule practised their own foreign policy, 
were fiscally independent, could raise an army and 
enforce the death penalty, and could mint coins, sign 
commercial charters with other independent states, 
and requisition foreign merchants’ goods. Self-ruling 
urban communes were ubiquitous in the late medieval 
and early modern West; city-states were not.3 On the 
other hand, it has been easy to forget that city-states 
were simply an institutional variant of a pattern of 
urban enfranchisement that embraced the whole of 
Europe.4 The assumption that the rise of Italian city- 
states north of Rome was fundamentally different 
from urban developments in the Italian South and 
north of the Alps has obscured the genuine differences 
between city-states and politically dependent com
munes. In particular, it has made it harder to explain 
why, despite its important political, institutional 
and economic achievements, the Italian city-state 

managed to survive as a sui generis organisation for a 
relatively short period of time.

The long-standing assumption of northern Italian 
uniqueness has also given rise to the belief that 
modern southern Italian “backwardness” is due to the 
lack of a medieval “city-state culture”.5 Historians of 
Italian city-states have typically contrasted the suc
cessful struggle for liberty and the cultural and eco
nomic “modernity” of the northern republics with the 
feudal oppression, stagnant economic performance, 
and lack of “civic culture” of the Mezzogiorno. This 
forgets that by about 1400 most north Italian city- 
states had been swallowed up by larger, hybrid territo
rial or quasi-monarchical states, which tended over 
time to become more rather than less similar in struc
ture to the South Italian monarchy (Naples and Sicily 
having been re-united under a single ruler in 1442); 
and that historians of more recent periods have more 
frequently charged the city-states with delaying Italy’s 
recent development than praised them for their 
cultural and institutional precocity.6

While historians have seldom drawn a clear termi
nological distinction between commune and city- 
state, they also tend to apply the terms to different 
analytical problems. Viewed as a sui generis institu
tional form, the city-state has been defined primarily 
as a form of institutionalised power and as a self-con
tained institution, a closed society in political and eco
nomic relation with the outside world. The commune 
has been examined instead as a way of life whose 
most distinctive features were political, economic, 
religious and cultural openness and high rates of 
social mobility. But although city-states as a type of 
commune initially displayed the social, political and 
cultural “openness” that was a basic feature of the 
“communal” way of life, I shall suggest that extreme 
openness created conditions of “permanent revolu
tion” that threatened the city-state’s survival as a dis
tinctive mode of organised power. In the short term, 
city-states sought to solve the problem by restricting 
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governance to a carefully selected oligarchy; in the 
longer run, they were superseded by more stable 
monarchical rule. By contrast communal societies or 
universitates, which according to the previous defini
tion included most late medieval and early modem 
urban centres within and outside Italy, could flourish 
without achieving full-blown independence. Our 
analysis of Italian city-states will therefore dwell on 
social, political and institutional developments within 
the commune broadly defined only inasmuch as they 
affected the city’s political independence.

The fact that city-states were an institutional out
growth of self-administered communes can also be 
used to question some of the unspoken Whiggish 
assumptions of city-state historiography. Success or 
failure in the establishment of city-states was never 
predetermined, and depended crucially on factors out
side the control of individual cities. Thus, in the mid
eleventh century southern Italy seemed far better 
placed to establish independent city-states than the 
North; but two centuries later, at the height of the city- 
state movement in the centre-north, the rise of city- 
states in the Mezzogiorno was well-nigh unimagin
able. The roots of the divergence owed much to the 
fortuitous interplay of historical contingency and geo
graphical good fortune. For while with hindsight it 
appears unlikely that independent city-states could 
have developed in the Italian South, on several occa
sions the north Italian communes could have been 
stopped in their tracks. In addressing the following 
four questions, therefore, we will keep in mind that 
history could have followed different paths: First, how 
did communes emerge? Second, why was one social 
practice (the city-state) chosen over another (the self- 
governing but dependent commune)? Third, how did 
the practice develop, and how was it transmitted to 
other institutional “carriers”? Fourth, what caused the 
city-states as an institutional arrangement to disap
pear?

Origins of the Commune
The rise of communes and city-states in late eleventh
and twelfth-century Europe was driven by two main 
factors: the fragmentation of territorial rule into small- 
scale seigneurial and urban jurisdictions that began in 
the late ninth century, and the quickening of the pace 
of trade (particularly external trade) from the mid- to 
late eleventh century. The communal movement in 
Italy was influenced by several additional circum
stances. These included the Roman tradition of muni
cipal government that had been translated from late 

Antiquity by the bishops; the related cultural and 
occasionally political hegemony of urban over rural 
life, which drew the post-Roman landed elites inex
orably towards the cities; and the early division of the 
country between two spheres of cultural and political 
influence, the Byzantine and the Lombard, the latter 
subsequently replaced by the Franks.

The Lombard invasion of 568 divided the Italian 
peninsula into two political zones. The Lombards, 
who controlled most of central and northern Italy, 
established two duchies in Spoleto in central Italy and 
in Benevento in the South that became effectively 
independent by the end of the sixth century. Romano- 
Byzantine power centred on Ravenna on the eastern 
seaboard south of Venice, and on Rome, Naples and 
along the coastal areas of Apulia and Calabria in the 
South. During the seventh century the exarchate of 
Ravenna, the Byzantine Pentapolis to its south, and 
the duchy of Rome came under the control of the 
papacy, and the duchy of Benevento took over much 
of Apulia, Campania on the western seaboard, and 
northern Calabria. In the same period the duchies of 
Naples, Amalfi and Gaeta broke away and became de 
facto albeit not de iure self-ruled.

Over and above these political and ethnic divisions, 
the late imperial Roman cities provided Italians with 
powerful everyday symbols of physical and cultural 
continuity with the past. In regions under Lombard 
control the cities were placed under the tacit rule of 
the bishops. Although the bishops were replaced 
during the seventh century by Lombard dukes and 
gastalds, from the eighth century Frankish rulers once 
again resorted to the bishops’ leadership, on this occa
sion to exert a political counterbalance to the Frankish 
counts. While a tradition of central administration 
held up longer in the Byzantine South than in the 
more politically fragmented and ruralised North, the 
bishoprics also maintained a central role in local 
administrative, political and military activities. How
ever, in the South - where late Roman cities had been 
far thicker on the ground - it is estimated that less 
than half survived the sixth- and seventh-century 
hiatus (Wickham [1981] 80).

The death without heirs of Louis II in 875 set in 
motion the dissolution of the Frankish kingdom north 
of Rome. The process was merely delayed under 
Berengar I, who ruled intermittently from 888 and 
became sole king in 902-24 and who systematised 
fiscal and other concessions of rights to the kingdom’s 
notables. But the bishops gained most from these 
grants, not least because they restricted the powers of 
the Lombard and Frankish counts to the countryside 
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while keeping the latter’s rural power base frag
mented. By the end of the tenth century the bishops 
were politically dominant in most of the Lombard 
plain, which included the regions of Emilia, Lom
bardy and Veneto; they were less powerful in Tuscany 
and Piedmont. Nowhere, however, did state authority 
simply collapse into anarchy; it merely became more 
localised and more focused on individual cities.

Although no such clear-cut political watershed can 
be discerned south of Rome, centrifugal pressures 
worked just as powerfully because of the Mezzo- 
giorno's frontier position which Byzantines, Arabs, 
Lombards and Franks competed to control. By the end 
of the ninth century the duchy of Benevento split up 
and gave rise to seven quasi-autonomous states vying 
for power: Capua, Salerno, Benevento, Naples, 
Amalfi and Gaeta in the centre-west, and Byzantium 
in Apulia to the east. Conflict and political instability 
among the western coastal cities were intensified by 
the frequent raids and attempts to establish more per
manent settlements by Arab forces based in Sicily, 
who also intervened in support of different parties to 
the conflicts. From the tenth century the small villages 
of Amalfi, Atrani and Ravello (collectively known as 
“Amalfi”) entered a long period of commercial expan
sion on the basis of opportunistic alliances with the 
Arab world, which rewarded them with trade privi
leges. Salerno, Gaeta and Naples also had their own 
fleets, but Naples seems to have been less commer
cially active. Also by the tenth century, the duchy of 
Capua took on some of the co-ordinating functions 
that had previously been of Benevento. The eastern 
Byzantine administration was unable to withstand 
increasing Arab, Dalmatian and (from the tenth cen
tury) Norman incursions, and Apulian cities began to 
organise their own defences and to develop forms of 
communal self-government.7

Rise of the Commune
Political and administrative powers throughout the 
South were concentrated in the larger cities under the 
lordship of the counts and dukes; bishops and local 
elites controlled the smaller towns. Seigneurial con
trol over the land as a political force was marginalised 
to the mountains to a possibly even greater degree 
than in north-central Italy. Ninth- and tenth-century 
Southern towns displayed stronger continuity with the 
late Roman world and better opportunities for trade 
with the eastern Mediterranean and were therefore 
both politically and economically more active than 
their northern counterparts. The mainly administrative 

centres of Benevento and Capua and the ports of 
Gaeta, Naples, Salerno, Sorrento, Amalfi on the Tyr
rhenian coast, and of Trani, Bari, Brindisi, Taranto and 
Barletta on the Adriatic coast, still had few obvious 
competitors north of Rome. Not surprisingly, by the 
early eleventh century many Southern towns appear to 
have had a clear sense of communal identity as uni- 
versitates (municipal associations) led by groups of 
boni homines (the “better sort”), judges and notaries. 
Nevertheless, self-administered Southern communes 
seldom tried to establish public (“state”) authority, 
possibly because the supra-urban authority of the 
duchies of Capua and Salerno never wholly disap
peared.

The first communes began to appear in north-cen
tral Italy in the late eleventh century. A “commune” 
(communitas) was named at Cremona in 1078, at Pisa 
in 1081 (when Henry IV renounced his imperial juris
diction), at Genoa in 1098, and at Verona in 1107, and 
communes were declared in Florence, Siena, Bologna 
and Ferrara following the death in 1115 of the pow
erful countess Matilda of Tuscany. Most historians see 
this as a response either to the void left by the collapse 
of central government, or to the opportunities for 
political autonomy opened up by the struggle after 
1076 between the German emperor and the papacy 
over episcopal appointments, known as the Investiture 
Contest. But these explanations raise the objection 
that central authority had disappeared more than a 
century before the communes emerged and had been 
replaced quite effectively by the bishops, and that the 
Investiture Contest influenced the pan-European 
communal movement very differently in different 
parts of Europe. Political upheaval and the papacy 
were perhaps necessary but not sufficient factors for 
Italian communes to flourish.

A more convincing explanation of the origins of the 
communal movement and of the transformation of the 
north Italian communes into city-states connects them 
both to the growing volume and complexity of trade.8 
The communes did not aim at first to create a new 
kind of institutional power. In Italy, where townsmen 
had retained their status as freemen and therefore 
looked upon the ruling bishops as peers, most com
munes grew up in the shadow of the episcopal palace 
and drew upon the authority and expertise of the 
bishops’ administrators, military retainers and feudal 
clients, merchants, urban judges and notaries. For a 
long time, “communal” associations of sworn free
men disbanded after a certain specified period of 
time.9 The early commune’s inherent instability meant 
that established institutional figures initially took on 
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an important co-ordinating role and made it easier to 
overcome organisational difficulties. This lot fell most 
frequently to the local bishop,10 although elsewhere an 
informal military aristocracy (which presumably had 
some experience of acting collectively through con- 
sorterié) took on the same functions.11

The first associations of urban notables were there
fore seldom the kind of full-blown private conjura- 
tiones that challenged episcopal and seigneurial 
authority in towns north of the Alps. But although 
Italian communes did not initially aim to replace the 
bishop’s rule, they soon took on quasi-public func
tions. They did this not so much to subvert the status 
quo as to improve it: in the absence of powerful elites 
with large and compact power bases in the country
side, reform was the easier option. Political and cul
tural continuity with the real and imaginary past was 
upheld by the continued importance of the bishop as 
the main focus of public authority and by institutions 
like the public forum inherited from Antiquity. The 
communes’ aristocratic leaders called themselves cón
sules in a self-conscious appeal to, and continuity 
with, the cities’ Roman heritage; the first known con
suls date from Pisa in 1085, and groups of consuls 
appear in many other cities in the next few years.12

The status of the communes as sworn associations 
of like-minded men who promised to abide by their 
own rules and to be sanctioned for any infringement is 
similar to that of the craft and merchant guilds which 
were being set up in the same years. The purpose of 
both kinds of universitets was to establish and uphold 
reciprocal rules of engagement and to protect mer
chants against reprisals and the confiscation of goods; 
the main difference between them was that the com
munes could also benefit non-members by promising 
to render impartial justice.13 That the main objective 
of communal associations was to provide members 
with secure property rights, arbitration and dispute 
settlement for trade is suggested by the fact that they 
first arose in the most developed mercantile centres 
like Genoa, Pisa, Venice and Milan, which required 
naval and military training and co-ordination, and by 
the nature of the communes’ first public activities, 
which aimed to secure commercial and other 
economic rights in the town’s hinterland.14

Although the bishop was likely to see the benefits 
of such services, he lacked the resources and the spe
cialised knowledge to supply them; that is also why 
the first consular assemblies aimed to complement 
rather than replace the bishop’s rule. The bishop may 
also sometimes have used the consuls to achieve 
objectives he could not openly acknowledge. Al

though his jurisdiction extended nominally over the 
entire ancient Roman district, in practice much of it 
had been granted away in former times by kings or by 
the bishops themselves to military retainers in the 
countryside. Raison d’état thus placed severe con
straints on the episcopate’s freedom of action with 
rural lords, but there was no reason why his urban 
associates and clientele should be so beholden. It is 
thus no coincidence that much of the communes’ 
efforts during their first century and a half were spent 
gaining rights of jurisdiction over the episcopal dis
trict. In their more ideological moments, the com
munes suggested that this did no more than reclaim 
the rights that the episcopate had incautiously alien
ated in earlier times. Still, communes and city-states 
never saw jurisdictional and territorial expansion 
except instrumentally as a means to achieve economic 
hegemony. The limits of this approach to state forma
tion would become painfully apparent after the mid
thirteenth century.

Origins of the City-State
Trade was not, of course, an entirely new phenom
enon in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. 
Italy’s position at the cross-roads between the Levant 
and north-western Europe virtually ensured that long
distance commerce never dried up entirely even 
during the ninth- and tenth-century political hiatus. 
Pisa’s maritime tradition dated back to the seventh 
century, as did that of Venice, which drew its early 
wealth from the salt trade in the Comacchio and 
Rialto lagoons. Pavia, the capital of the Lombard 
kingdom in the north, had trading relations stretching 
from Byzantium in the east to Burgundy in the west. 
By the tenth century Milan was also once more a 
major regional centre. During the later eleventh cen
tury, however, the extent and complexity of commerce 
increased sharply. The changes posed new organisa
tional challenges that existing imperial institutions - 
whose legitimacy was in any case under attack as a 
result of the Investiture Crisis - were hard pressed to 
meet.

Possibly the greatest of these challenges was to 
establish fair and permanent trade relations with like
minded merchant communities elsewhere. As John 
Hicks has argued, city-states were an efficient institu
tional response to the dilemma. The growth in the 
volume and complexity of trade required that mer
chants have recognised, enforceable property rights 
over the things they traded, and that they recognise the 
same in those they traded with. There was thus a 
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strong need for protection of contract, all the more in 
the case of goods that were not physically present 
when traded: “trading is trading in promises; but it is 
futile to trade in promises unless there is some reason
able assurance that the promises will be kept”. For 
contracts to be reliable, some arrangement for settling 
disputes must exist. The matter becomes even more 
complex when settlement and potential disputes occur 
outside one’s own community, perhaps with individ
uals one does not personally know. Hence, rulers sym
pathetic to the merchants’ needs might offer them help 
and protection; but they were not best placed to pro
vide the initial and detailed technical solutions to the 
merchants’ problems. For that, small, face-to-face 
trading communities were best (Hicks [1969] ch. 3 
[quotation from p. 34]).

Although commercial agreements between cities 
were not unknown before this time - for example 
around 945 Brescia, Mantua and Verona had entered 
into a joint currency agreement - city-states made 
them easier to set up and therefore vastly increased 
their number and sophistication. “The core of the City 
State, regarded as a trading entity, is a body of spe
cialised traders engaged in external trade”. “The 
whole body of traders, in mercantile relations with 
one another, over the whole group of city states”, con
stitutes what Hicks terms the Mercantile Economy 
and what Hansen in the introduction to this volume 
defines somewhat more broadly as “city-state culture” 
(Hansen, supra 16-17). The mercantile economy is “a 
system of trading centres, trading with one another 
but ultimately dependent upon trade with the outside 
world” (Hicks [1969] 42-3).

City-states were best placed to develop medieval 
trade because they could establish networks of like
minded mercantile communities. Such networks pro
vided two sorts of benefit. First, the mercantile net
work lowered transaction costs between distant 
traders and reaped economies of scale from increased 
trade. This further lowered trading costs and compen
sated merchants for the lower prices caused by greater 
competition. Second, the expansion of individual city- 
states and the multiplication of trading centres stimu
lated specialisation and the division of labour in pro
duction and distribution - which reduced costs - and 
in the collection and diffusion of information - which 
reduced risk. Interactions between city-states pro
duced some of the most salient features of the medie
val commercial revolution - the commenda (sleeping 
partnership) contract, maritime law and insurance, 
financial hedging, IOUs and giro cheques, and public 
debt. Not surprisingly, these originated in north-cen

tral Italy where city-states and city-state interaction 
were most advanced (Lopez & Raymond [1955]).

The preceding argument can be criticised for its 
suggestion of a form of vulgar functionalism. It seems 
to confuse the claim that city-states were the most 
effective economic organisation in a politically inse
cure world - which explains why they were successful 
after they emerged - with the claim that they emerged 
because they were economically more efficient. After 
all, if city-states emerged because they were more 
efficient than politically dependent towns, why didn’t 
every city become a city-state? Why in particular did 
communal universitates become independent city- 
states in North Italy and fall under Norman and 
Hohenstaufen rule in the South?

The most frequently invoked explanation for the 
divergence is, once again, political rather than eco
nomic. Simply put, the divergence is put down to war
fare. It is argued that whereas the north Italian com
munes banded together in the Lombard League to beat 
Frederick I at Legnano in 1176 and force him into the 
compromise of Constance (1183) that sanctioned the 
Lombard cities’ independence, the south Italian com
munes were seduced or coerced by the Norman 
adventurers into the authoritarian rule of Roger II.

This explanation, however, implies that the rebel
lion by north Italian cities against the emperor was a 
consciously revolutionary act. In fact, when Frederick 
Barbarossa passed the Alps in 1158 to re-establish 
order and reclaim the emperor’s sovereignty, particu
larly his military and fiscal rights, he did not aim to 
abolish the cities’ administrative autonomy, nor did 
the cities perceive the defence of their rights as an 
attack on imperial authority. Several cities (including 
Pavia, Como, Lodi and Novara) even fought on Fred
erick’s side in his victorious battle against Milan at 
Roncaglia (1158), and received extensive privileges 
as a sign of gratitude. Most communes even accepted 
the emperor’s autocratic legislation, the Constitutio de 
regalibus promulgated at Roncaglia that formally 
reintegrated Lombard towns within the feudal 
hierarchy.

Only after Frederick, buoyed by his victories, 
decided to raze Milan to the ground after a further 
rebellion in 1162, did the north Italian communes 
decide that the emperor’s political project threatened 
their very survival and had to be forcefully resisted. 
Urban liberties, it has been remarked, “remained 
perfectly compatible with hierarchy, order, and 
customary government”.15 Indeed at no point in their 
history did the Italian city-states challenge the terms 
of the German emperor’s (admittedly increasingly
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Fig. 1. Participants in the three Lombard 
Leagues.

legalistic) suzerainty. Before the early fourteenth 
century city-states practised sovereignty but did not 
theorise it; and, when such theories did appear - 
notably, at a point in time when the city-state as a 
political form was being increasingly challenged - 
they restricted it to sovereignty within the city’s 
territory alone (Canning [1987] 150-1).

A strictly military model of the rise of north Italian 
city-states also does not explain why those cities won 
and why, by contrast, Southern communes were so 
ineffective. The Normans’ slow rise to domination 
and their initial willingness to confirm the cities’ lib
erties may have lulled the Southern communes into a 
false sense of security, but their reaction to Roger H’s 
revocation of most of their privileges after his rise to 
the throne in 1130 was nonetheless remarkably 
weak.16 Such pusillanimity was not foreordained and 
needs to be explained.

The crucial difference in this respect between south 

and north Italian cities lay in the extent to which they 
could reap the military and commercial benefits of co
operation. The first anti-imperial alliance between 
Lombard cities including Vicenza, Padua and Treviso 
was drawn up in Verona in 1164; the following years 
saw similar leagues being drawn up between Milan, 
Ferrara, Parma, Modena and Bologna, trial runs 
before the great Lombard League of 1176 (Figure 1). 
South Italian cities never did anything of the kind; 
they did not benefit from the economies of scale and 
interactions that underwrote the Lombard victories. 
Since north Italian cities were famously pugnacious 
and uncooperative, we must ask why they were able to 
collaborate so effectively when circumstances 
required it. Conversely, we need to ask why South 
Italian cities were unable to do so. Why was urban 
cooperation easier in the North than the South?

The southern cities’ main disadvantages over their 
northern peers were the greater distances that sepa- 
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rated them and the lack of navigable watercourses.17 
The Apennines made travel slow and costly and 
restricted domestic trade and forced most towns to 
develop in the narrow coastal strips. The cities of 
Puglia had stronger ties with Venice to the north than 
with Naples, Gaeta, Salerno and the other Southern 
centres across the Apennines to the west. In 1122 Bari 
signed a mutual aid treaty with Venice against the 
Norman threat; in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen
turies it was still cheaper to send wheat from Bari to 
Naples by sea around the Italian boot rather than by 
land across the mountains. With the exception of the 
Neapolitan hinterland and the central Apulian plain, 
the South lacked large and well-watered flatlands.

The Mezzogiorno's harsh topography and climate 
raised two major obstacles to urban collaboration. 
First, southern Italian towns were few in number and 
physically isolated. Second, southern Italian towns 
had no experience of the co-operation over water
course maintenance that was practised in the Po plain 
centuries before the communes (Squatriti [1998] ch. 
3). Naples seems to have had stronger political rela
tions with Rome than with Gaeta. Inasmuch as the 
“mercantile economy” required politically auto
nomous and economically co-operative city-states, its 
roots in southern Italy could not sink very deep. Stable 
alliances (“leagues”) between city-states required fre
quent and intense business relations. Cities in the 
densely urbanised and well watered Po plain were 
more likely to overcome obstacles to collective action 
than in the South, where relations between cities were 
more costly, irregular and unstable. Southern cities 
were unable to resist the Norman conquest because 
they were unable to co-ordinate military and political 
activities along the lines of the Lombard League. For 
the same reason they found themselves equally impo
tent against Frederick H’s Constitutions of Melfi 
(1231), which imposed centrally named magistrates on 
urban administrations and revoked earlier privileges.18 
Military failure was a consequence, not a cause, of the 
South’s failure to establish city-states.

Rise of the City-State
Although at first communes governed experimentally 
and in a wide variety of ways, pressure from two 
directions forced them quite soon to adopt similar pat
terns of government and administration. These were 
the perennial needs to rationalise domestic adminis
tration and establish control over the countryside, and 
the long-running conflict between papacy and empire 
between the Investiture Contest and the death of Fred

erick II Hohenstaufen in 1250. Each of the three main 
phases in the papal-imperial struggle produced a step 
change in urban constitutional structures aimed at 
reducing escalating conflicts within the towns (Batkin 
[1979] 226).

First, Henry IV’s defence of the papacy’s attack on 
the imperial right to name bishops hastened the transi
tion from the informal structure under boni homines to 
the consular regime. Then, when Frederick I crossed 
the Alps in the 1150s to re-establish control over the 
Lombard cities he introduced into them the office of 
local commander or potestas. Although the cities pro
ceeded to murder or expel the emperor’s representa
tives after their victory at Legnano, the institutional 
model stuck and gave rise to the Italian podestà. 
Lastly, when Frederick II attempted to repeat his 
grandfather’s exploits in the 1230s and 1240s, the 
city-states gave birth to the capitano del popolo and, 
in the same years, to the first “tyrannical” signorie 
that prefigured the late medieval principalities.

Conflict and pressures for institutional change 
arose also between city-states themselves. We saw 
that city-states established alliances to reap the bene
fits of the “mercantile economy” and to share military 
resources. One of the first such coalitions, which was 
struck in 1092 between Milan, Crema, Lodi and Pia
cenza to support Conrad against his father, emperor 
Henry IV, was later used to create several new fairs 
and markets. Generally, however, alliances were 
fickle and short lasting, for each town aimed to 
monopolise the trade of its hinterland and to divert 
commerce to the city itself. Agreements between city- 
states were made and dissolved for opportunistic rea
sons; long-term co-operation foundered upon com
mercial and territorial competition. Warfare was just 
as much a part of everyday life as commercial interac
tion. No frontier was permanent; boundaries were 
constantly being pushed to the limits of and beyond 
the old episcopal districts. Contrary to Romantic 
imagination the most famous of these associations, 
the Lombard League, first established to resist Fred
erick I and later resurrected against Frederick II, was 
never meant to be a stable federation of independent 
city-states like the north European Hansa; it was 
simply a military alliance which happened to learn 
from the legal negotiations with the emperor prior to 
Constance how to solve judicial controversies among 
its members.

Constant interaction also made it easier to learn 
about neighbouring cities’ experiences and to share 
institutional and commercial improvements. The pos
sibility to learn through imitation explains, just as 
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much as the benefits of urban networking, why city- 
states proliferated in north-central Italy even where 
their small size and poor economic circumstances mil
itated against them. By the end of the twelfth century 
up to 300 entities were functionally city-states, but 
many did not remain so for long.19 Institutional diffu
sion by imitation is revealed by the growth in the thir
teenth century of a professional body of podestà, 
minor members of the military aristocracy who 
moved peripatetically for statutory 6-12 months’ 
service, and whose requirements prompted the devel
opment of a didactic literature for teaching the new 
officials rhetorical, social and political skills. Simi
larly, local experiments with taxation (an early con
cern of the city-states) and food supply were 
observed, copied and adapted by neighbouring towns. 
Because city-states acted within similar political, mil
itary and economic constraints and had access to a 
common pool of political and institutional informa
tion, by about 1300 their administrative systems had 
converged to a set of broadly shared features.20

Although warfare was the major trigger for change, 
it generally intensified internal pressure to reform.21 
Far more than dependent municipalities - which did 
not command large economic or political resources 
over which their inhabitants could fight - city-states 
were riven by conflict from the start.22 It used to be 
argued that these struggles were purely class-based 
and that the constitutional changes I have sketched 
followed a Whiggish, broadly democratising trajec
tory. Following this line of argument, the aristocratic 
consular regime of the maiores was replaced after 
about 1210 by the rule of the podestà that attempted to 
mediate between the landed nobility and upper
middle class and merchant interests; then (the first 
instance being in Florence in 1250) by the “captain of 
the people” (capitano del popolo), who drew his 
strongest support from the guild-based middle class 
popolo grasso or mediano which included merchants, 
bankers, large-scale industrialists, notaries and the 
better-off craftsmen, and who acted as a counterpoint 
to the aristocratic and landed elites; and finally by 
seigneurial “tyrants” whose often unstable power base 
might include both magnate and popular elements. 
The minor ranking guilds and salaried workers 
(popolo minuto) were only included in response to 
armed uprisings between the 1340s and 1380s.

While more recent research has by and large con
firmed earlier descriptions of the social composition 
of these regimes, it has also shown that the transition 
from one phase to the next was never smooth and that 
the sources of conflict were less clearly “political” or 

class-based than had been assumed. In many cities the 
rule of the “people” never came to pass or was quickly 
overthrown by a reconstituted middle-cum-upper 
class. Elsewhere the podestà and the capitano del 
popolo coexisted uneasily, the former keeping his mil
itary functions but losing his political duties to the 
captain of the people in cities where craft guilds were 
strong, and so exacerbating the social friction that 
they were meant to reduce. Perhaps the most paradox
ical aspect of the movement of the popolo from a 
modem standpoint is the fact that it existed both as a 
state within, or in competition with, the regime of the 
podestà, and as a movement that aimed to overcome 
the factionalism and class privilege of existing con- 
sular-cum-púífestó rule and of the family-based, aris
tocratic consorterie. Although the movement of the 
popolo can be seen retrospectively as helping to 
extend public over private rights and middle over 
upper class rule, the popolo was so riven by dissent 
and by shifting coalitions that contemporaries found it 
hard to discern any pattern amongst the noise.23

Political reform in the Italian city-states was not 
motivated by popular aspirations for progressive en
franchisement and for republican civic values. Civic 
values (and their later, humanist incarnation into 
“civic virtue”) were not the source of communal polit
ical activity; they were its consequence. The enlarge
ment of the political franchise through the popolo 
served two mutually incompatible purposes, neither 
of which was “democratically” inspired. The first 
objective was to improve the city leaders’ political, 
military and economic co-ordination in order to 
project more effective authority beyond the city walls. 
In this light the consular, podestà, popolo, and “tyran
nical” signoria regimes can be seen as increasingly 
centralised responses to the recurring problem of 
family, clan, and guild-based “factionalism”, partisan
ship or “partiality” (partialitas), whose “winner takes 
all” conception of political action undermined com
promise and posed the most serious challenge to the 
“common good”.

The second purpose of institutional reform was, by 
contrast, to shape domestic policy so as to divert 
resources from one class, alliance or coalition to an
other. City-states were embedded in a social and insti
tutional system in which political authority was a 
source of economic rent just as much as market com
petition. Economic success in Italian cities depended 
in no small part on political rights, which served both 
to exclude competitors from markets and to neutralise 
rivals.24 Indeed, the pursuit of commercial monopoly 
rather than collaboration between cities may have 
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been a peculiar feature of the Italian city-states, which 
excelled in the kind of high value, high profit com
mercial and financial activities in which a winner 
takes all strategy was the most effective.25 Thus gov
ernment was not a matter to be left to technicians; but 
equally, the sources of communal factionalism were 
constantly being replenished.

The invention of the capitano del popolo - an offi
cial explicitly charged with defending the interests of 
the “people” against other organised groups, particu
larly regarding taxation and food supply - was unusu
ally explicit in its recognition of the political dimen
sions of resource distribution. But we should not be 
taken in by the seemingly more independent regimes 
of the podestà and consuls: in the absence of a modern 
theory of party politics, the partisan use of “public” 
resources for “private” use (insofar as a distinction 
between public and private spheres in these societies 
had any meaning)26 was an intrinsic feature of the 
city-state regime. The city-state’s twin objectives of 
domestic collaboration and redistribution were 
mutually incompatible. It thus comes as no surprise 
that over time the contradiction became increasingly 
difficult to resolve.27

Territorialisation of the City-State
City-states may have risen against seigneurial and 
imperial oppression, but they showed little compunc
tion in enforcing similar kinds of subjection over their 
rural hinterlands (comitatus, contado). The city- 
states’ policy of unremitting territorial and jurisdic
tional expansion, which became the main source of 
inter-urban antagonism after 1200, also brought the 
cities into conflict with the rural aristocracy. In Tus
cany, where seigneurialism had never spread very far, 
the towns had made near tabula rasa of feudal lord
ship by the mid-fourteenth century (Cammarosano 
[1982] 1-12). In Lombardy, where seigneurialism put 
down stronger roots, urban control was more patchy 
though still extensive. In more peripheral and moun
tainous regions like Piedmont, parts of Veneto, Friuli, 
and Romagna, on the other hand, city-states were 
always surrounded by a feudal sea. Regional differ
ences in the balance of power between towns and 
rural lordships affected the size of city-states and their 
relations with the contado.2* Urban size was usually 
proportionate to the size of the contado, but there 
were also important exceptions like Siena, whose vast 
territory was too poor to provide the city with much 
economic support, and like the maritime states of 
Genoa, Pisa and Venice, most of whose food supplies 

came by sea and whose contado was relatively small 
and abandoned to its own devices.

As this suggests, the hinterland was normally the 
city-state’s first port of call for food. There were sev
eral reasons for this, including the fact that transport 
overland was expensive and that buying supplies else
where was politically unreliable. There is evidence 
already from the late 1100s that towns were putting 
special officials in charge of food supplies, including 
the acquisition of grain for public storage to stabilise 
prices, at times of dearth. Florence seems to have been 
the first to adopt these measures, perhaps because it 
was surrounded by frequently hostile cities that could 
make it very hard to import food from abroad (Figure 
2) (Peyer [1950]). The introduction of the annona (as 
it became known in memory of its Roman forebear) 
was also politically meaningful, because it was often 
associated with price controls, compulsory deliveries 
from the countryside, and other anti-speculative 
measures that were popular among lower and middle 
class consumers but were particularly unpopular with 
landlords with large surpluses to trade. These political 
considerations explain why these measures were 
introduced towards the end or after the end of the con
sular regime and were particularly associated with the 
capitano del popolo.

City-states also responded to local dearth by raising 
barriers to export. Protectionism by one city bred pro
tectionism among its neighbours, however, and exac
erbated the uncertainty and high transport costs that 
the annone were meant to overcome. This “prisoner’s 
dilemma” or co-ordination failure - in which the 
rational actions of one city-state had the opposite of 
the desired effect - also characterised other urban 
policies towards the contado. Industrial and commer
cial protectionism, which made sense from the point of 
view of an individual city that wished to pursue self- 
sufficiency, increased transaction costs and barriers to 
industrial and commercial entry between members of 
the “mercantile economy” and raised prices for con
sumers. In achieving the jurisdictional integration of 
its hinterland, the city-state paradoxically also magni
fied the territorial protectionism, particularism, and 
fragmentation against which it had initially fought.

Urban hegemony was justified ideologically and 
legally by means of the contrast borrowed from Anti
quity between civis and rusticus, cultured townsman 
and boorish peasant. By the fourteenth century the 
opposition had given birth to a new literary genre, the 
satira del villano, whose urban tropes oscillated 
uneasily between ironic distance and class hatred for 
the rural inhabitants. In practice, towns were virtually
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omnipotent in all major administrative, legal, fiscal 
and economic activities in their contado. The repub
lican cities acted as collective lords in fixing weights 
and measures, raising taxes, setting markets and fairs, 
and exacting labour services and grain at below- 
market prices from the peasantry. By the fourteenth 
century the hinterland had also began to offer urban 
elites the prestige of local office, whose costs were 
mostly borne by the peasantry. The major law courts 
sat in the cities, upheld statutes that favoured citizen 
over peasant rights and landlord claims over tenants, 
and supported the expansion of urban property in the 
countryside.

Fiscal policies discriminated by social status, and in 
north-central Italy status depended on the place of res
idence. Townspeople paid mostly with taxes on trade; 
from the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, 
large commercial cities like Florence, Venice and 
Genoa began to raise interest-bearing forced loans 
from their wealthier citizens that paid the unfortunate 
lenders guaranteed and lucrative (10-15 per cent) 
returns. Peasants, by contrast, paid non-refundable 
poll and hearth taxes set by the ruling town. Burghers 
not surprisingly resented any kind of taxation that 

required assessing their real wealth: in republican 
Florence, direct taxation was attempted only twice 
during the early fourteenth century by two short-lived 
seigneurial regimes, and became associated thereafter 
with political “tyranny”. Contadini on the other hand 
were less concerned about how taxes were collected 
than about how the burden was shared. Not that they 
had any say in the matter: “taxation without represen
tation” was without doubt the most resented feature 
of the republican city-state.29 Peasants especially 
disliked the fact that both the level and the distribution 
of taxation were controlled by the city, with 
predictable consequences for fiscal equity: that urban 
property was exempt from rural taxes, so that land 
transfers to townspeople or concessions of burgher 
rights to peasants eroded the rural tax base and 
increased the burden proportionally; and that the 
highly infrequent revisions of the assessments 
exacerbated inequalities between the peasants them
selves.

While the frequent portrayal of town and contado 
as locked in never ending conflict is thus not wholly 
misplaced, there were nonetheless several mitigating 
factors. This unremittingly hostile picture of relations 
between town and country did not apply only to city- 
states; less powerful urban communes were just as 
anxious throughout pre-modem times to exploit their 
rural hinterland (Epstein [2000a]). It also probably 
more accurately depicts conditions after 1300, when 
population reached its medieval peak and the city- 
state was entering its twilight, rather than conditions 
during the thirteenth century, when city-states were 
still consolidating their boundaries and developing 
more sophisticated administrations. Neither can 
one ignore the substantial benefits brought by the city- 
states. Their systematic pursuit of jurisdictional 
sovereignty over the countryside improved trans
portation, increased the mobility of labour, extended 
the reach of the market, stimulated the division of 
labour and specialisation in agriculture, and raised 
average living standards. City-states also provided a 
better home for craft guilds - which were the principal 
source of pre-modern skills training and technological 
innovation - than did the towns and communes living 
under the suspicious gaze of strong central monar
chies, who frequently (as for a long time in southern 
Italy) banned them outright. The astonishing increase 
in the rate of urbanisation between the late twelfth and 
the early fourteenth century in the core regions of the 
Italian city-states, from c. 10 to 25-30 per cent of the 
population, suggests that for a long time - possibly 
until the mid-fourteenth century - the economic bene-
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fits of the contado's subjection significantly out
weighed the costs.

One should also avoid exaggerating the effects of 
territorial policy. On the one hand, territorialisation 
was never entirely successful. In addition to the large 
areas of the country that remained under seigneurial 
control, there was also strong resistance to city rule 
within the urban district. Many of the larger villages 
and boroughs and the more peripheral Alpine valleys 
gained partial freedoms from urban lordship that gave 
them some fiscal and judicial immunity and exempted 
them from the jurisdiction of the urban guilds.30 When 
large cities subjected smaller ones, most of the latter’s 
administrative, legislative and judicial prerogatives 
(including those over their contadim) were left in 
place. The new rulers simply took over the trappings 
and burdens of sovereignty: high justice, coinage, 
general taxation, foreign policy and military organisa
tion.31 On the other hand, as Philip Jones has re
marked, “the high capitalist sector of grand com
merce” that has so dazzled historians was restricted to 
two regions, a small core area in central Tuscany and 
the broad swathe of Lombardy and central Veneto, 
and to a few individual coastal cities. In many other 
Italian regions (the Marche, southern Tuscany, 
Umbria and Lazio) city-states did not fundamentally 
transform the agrarian economy; elsewhere (in 
southern Tyrol, Friuli, Piedmont, north Veneto, and 
Romagna) they were incapable of overcoming the sur
rounding feudal powers (Jones [1997] 272-3). Thus 
even in north-central Italy, the Mercantile Economy 
was less developed than the Political Economy of 
city-states.

Decline of the City-State
Nonetheless, the principal limitation of the city-state - 
and the reason for its ultimate failure as a political 
experiment - was its inability to act as a just or equi
table lord. Between the mid-thirteenth and the early 
fifteenth century, most “city-states” were subsumed 
into the small number of regional states that 
dominated early modem Italian history. Before 1200 
relations between city-states were generally amicable, 
for their expansion still occurred mainly at the 
expense of rural lordships rather than of other 
towns. Soon, however, the cities’ boundaries began to 
touch, and expansion became a zero-sum game in 
which one city’s gains were its neighbour’s loss. For
midable struggles for economic hegemony broke out, 
at first locally (led by Asti in eastern Piedmont, by 
Genoa in Liguria, by Milan over Lodi and Novara, by 

Bologna in adjacent parts of Emilia and Romagna, by 
Pisa and Siena over the Tuscan littoral, by Perugia in 
Umbria), later on a regional scale (headed by Pisa, 
Genoa, and Venice, and subsequently by Florence and 
Milan) (Jones [1997] 276).

Economic hegemony, however, required political 
hegemony to remain stable. Two routes to stability 
were attempted. The first - out and out conquest - was 
generally unsuccessful. City-states began to comple
ment urban militia with professional mercenary forces 
on a regular basis from the mid-thirteenth century, but 
most of their “conquests” were straightforward com
mercial transactions. Florence, perhaps the most suc
cessful “territorial” city-state of them all (Venice 
being a hybrid between a city-state and a principality), 
was notoriously inept militarily and preferred to pay 
for its state-building rather than storm walls.32 No 
city-state was able to extend its rule permanently over 
other city-states of comparable size through the force 
of arms alone: in the one case attempted by Florence, 
the capture of Pisa, the effort contributed to Tuscany’s 
economic decline and created a constant source of 
friction that culminated in Pisa’s bid for freedom in 
1494-1509.33

The second solution to inter-urban instability was 
for the city-state - or rather, for the dominant class, 
party or grouping within it - to submit to the lordship 
or “tyranny” of one ruler. Not surprisingly, the first 
such signorie were attempted in Lombardy, where the 
strength of urban ties and the importance of the major 
transalpine trade routes made the costs of political 
instability higher than anywhere else in Italy. Lom
bard signori were frequently successful podestà 
backed by significant landed property, whose families 
had played important roles in local society for several 
decades. From the mid-thirteenth century much of 
Lombardy, including Ferrara, Verona, Vicenza, Padua 
(the latter three under the lordship of Ezzelino da 
Romano from 1237), Cremona, Piacenza (under 
Oberto Pallavicini, 1250-3), Alessandria (under the 
marquis of Monferrato), even Milan (under the Tor- 
riani and Visconti), was ruled by quasi feudal leaders 
who ensured a degree of peace by co-ordinating their 
rule over neighbouring and competing towns.

The main drawback of the signoria was that it was 
vested individually and dissolved at the lord’s death. 
Although local dynasties like the Della Scala in 
Verona did emerge, they were usually unable to bring 
more than a handful of towns under their control. 
Only the Visconti of Milan, combining dynastic good 
fortune and Milan’s position as the region’s economic 
hub, managed to establish a large and comparatively 
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stable territorial unit which by the peace of Lodi of 
1454 included most of central Lombardy. Although 
political centralisation by the Visconti suffered sev
eral setbacks - due largely to the subject cities’ con
siderable margins of political and administrative 
autonomy: up to the mid-fifteenth century it is per
haps more apt to speak in Lombardy of a city-state 
federation under Visconti leadership than of a princi
pality with a recognised head of state - the most 
remarkable aspect of their dynasty is that it managed 
to hold on to the core of its territories around Milan. 
Perhaps the total political and social anarchy un
leashed when the city-states bid for autonomy after 
the death of duke Gian Galeazzo Visconti in 1402 
showed them that some form of territorial co-ordina
tion and integration was needed. When the attempt by 
the Milanese oligarchy’s Repubblica ambrosiana to 
establish a Lombard urban federation (1447-50) also 
failed - for lack of political experience and leadership 
- the principality must have seemed to be the only 
viable alternative. Although the duchy of Lombardy 
was formally incorporated into the Spanish empire 
only in 1525, one could well say that the region had 
begun to lose its “city-state culture” and its will to 
autonomy from the day in March 1450 that Francesco 
Sforza marked his triumphal entrance to Milan.34

For about a century Florence seemed to offer a his
torically pregnant alternative to the model that saw 
independent city-states transformed into the subjects 
of an urban lord or prince. Between 1330 and 1406 
Florence extended the model of the republican city- 
state - whose objective was, “economically - as polit
ically - (...) territorial sovereignty, a reconstituted czv- 
itas, closed and autonomous, of town and contado" 
(Jones [1997] 275) - to a region measuring more than 
12,000km2.35 Viewed in retrospect, however, the Flo
rentine project was a failure. The end of the city’s ter
ritorial expansion after the disastrous war against 
Lucca in the 1430s gave rise to the informal Medici 
signoria, a turning point in the fortunes of the repub
lican regime; earlier expansion had led to punitive 
fiscal and economic policies in the territory and to 
bitter, even armed resistance by the new subjects.36 
The Florentine elites were resented because they 
treated their new state like the city-state’s contado, as 
a source of fiscal income and of personal gain for 
office-holders and as a market to be monopolised by 
Florentine interests. That is why, although much has 
been made about how the Medici rose to de facto and 
ultimately de iure princely power through political 
patronage and manipulation within Florence, their 
role as territorial brokers may have had greater histor

ical significance. Their increasingly regional horizon, 
conveyed through quasi-princely interventions in 
local conflicts and through offers of advancement to 
provincial elites, marked an important institutional 
and cultural break with the inward-looking, faction
based tradition of the Florentine city-state.37 The 
emergence in the 1430s of Cosimo de’ Medici as 
political padrino or pater patriae with regional con
cerns reflects the incapacity of the Italian “city-state 
culture” to integrate subject cities and territories into 
traditional republican structures of consent and repre
sentation.

The causes, nature and significance of the transition 
from city-state to signoria and later to regional state 
have been central issues of Italian historiography at 
least since Burckhardt’s Civilisation of the Renais
sance in Italy (I860).38 Until recently the most fre
quent explanation for the decline of city-states was 
one suggested by Machiavelli in the early sixteenth 
century. Taking his cue from a rhetorical and political 
tradition that stretched back to the mid-thirteenth cen
tury, Machiavelli argued that the demise of the city- 
state was caused by internal failings, most notably by 
its inability to achieve domestic peace: “the grave and 
natural enmities, which arise between the common 
people and the nobility, because the latter wish to 
command and the former shun obedience, are the 
source of all the instability and conflict in the cities 
[city-states]”.39

Before returning to the question (which Machi
avelli leaves unanswered) why political stability was 
so hard to achieve, let us turn instead to more recent 
explanations for city-state decline which emphasise 
external forces of change: trade and war. As regards 
trade, we might paraphrase Lenin on imperialism to 
suggest that city-states were forced to extend their ter
ritories to shore up the long-run decline in the rate of 
commercial profit.40 Merchants could increase profits 
either by trading more efficiently in existing markets 
- by enforcing clearer property rights and rules of 
commercial engagement (monopolies) in subject ter
ritories - or by expanding into new markets. Increased 
competition between merchants led to diminishing 
returns to trade; commercial monopolies that in the 
city-state’s early days had helped to lower transaction 
costs turned into constraints on further growth. City- 
states could overcome bottlenecks through trade 
agreements with rival cities, but in the absence of a 
single jurisdiction such agreements were difficult to 
enforce: each state was liable to free-ride or to default 
on its obligations. The absence of co-ordination could 
only be remedied by establishing a single authority 
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who could monitor and enforce the rules of the game. 
In this view, territorial states expanded territorially to 
enforce secure property rights to trade.

The second source of pressure came from war.41 In 
this account, territorial expansion was driven by 
economies of scale: small city-states were less effi
cient war machines than large ones, because a given 
extension of state boundaries produced more than pro
portional territorial gains and so also a proportionally 
larger demographic and tax base to wage war with. 
The argument therefore assumes that larger states 
could raise more taxes than smaller ones. This is 
improbable, however, because fiscal efficiency was a 
function not of territorial size or of the total number of 
taxpayers, but of taxpayer wealth and especially of 
administrative efficiency. That is why late medieval 
Florence, Genoa, and Venice could mobilise more 
resources for military purposes than most contempo
rary monarchies (Spruyt [1994] 158).

The argument also assumes that consolidation was 
forced upon city-states by larger outside powers, like 
the Holy Roman Empire, France, the Neapolitan 
Angevins, or the Catalan-Aragonese monarchy. In 
reality, pressure to consolidate came overwhelmingly 
from other city-states. None of the three phases of 
city-state expansion occurred principally in response 
to outside pressure. The first phase of consolidation 
began during the imperial campaigns of the 1230s, but 
accelerated only after 1250 when imperial influence 
in Italy was in retreat. The centre of territorial expan
sion during the second phase in the 1320s and 1330s 
was Lombardy, when rivalry between autonomous 
cities was increasing. The third and final phase 
occurred in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth cen
turies when neither the Empire nor the Angevins 
offered any palpable military or political threat. 
Although Florentine propagandists would claim from 
the 1390s that the city’s military adventures were a 
forced response to the Visconti threat, Florence had 
laid the ground for its territorial state long before the 
Milanese lords appeared on the horizon.

The fact that city-states extended their territory 
independently of outside military pressure supports 
the view that domestic economic pressures and inter
ests were paramount. But it does not explain why 
Italian city-states were unable to rule effectively over 
subject cities and their contadi, why their rule faced 
systematic resistance and why, therefore, their search 
for political stability led them to forsake their original 
identity and be transformed into principalities. The 
question we need to answer is, why could urban 
republics not become effective territorial republics? 

Why were city-states unable to turn economic hege
mony over a region into consensual and stable polit
ical rule? To return to Machiavelli’s concern, why did 
city-states fail?

Machiavelli was right, but only partly so. A full 
answer to these questions must include both the class 
structure of Italian city-state elites (which he identi
fied) and the character of city-state constitutions 
(which he did not mention). Unusually for medieval 
Europe, the Italian urban oligarchies included both the 
landed aristocracy and the commercial bourgeoisie. 
Although the cleavage between the two classes and 
their “cultures” was never clear-cut and their relation
ship was highly ambiguous (nobles did not despise 
commerce and merchants aspired to aristocratic 
status),42 their interests and political strategies were 
fundamentally at odds. For magnates, who had a com
parative advantage in warfare and claimed seigneurial 
rights over trade and people, political fragmentation 
was both the prerequisite and effect of independence; 
merchants instead required jurisdictional integration, 
the rule of law, political stability and predictability. 
Landlords wished to sell their produce free of urban 
controls, but equally claimed rights of passage on 
trade; merchants might consent to the introduction of 
controls over food supplies to stabilise urban prices 
and industrial wages, but were equally keen to do 
away with barriers to trade.

The conflict between landed and commercial inter
ests was seldom resolved successfully. If the former 
prevailed, urban growth was stifled; if the latter 
emerged victorious, territorial expansion was cur
tailed. Florence is a rare example of a city-state where 
the balance struck between landed and trade interests 
enabled it for many years to combine strong commer
cial growth and considerable territorial expansion. 
But Florence also epitomises the weaknesses inherent 
in the republican city-state mode or practice of power. 
When Florence turned decisively towards territorial 
lordship after 1350, the decision led to the city’s and 
its region’s economic decline and provoked such 
political instability (with major uprisings in subject 
cities in the 1430s, 1470s and early 1500s, in addition 
to Pisa’s bid for independence referred to previously) 
that the old republican structures found it impossible 
to survive.

Florence failed to transform its urban republic into 
a territorial republic because its political elites com
bined, on the economic front, commercial and landed 
power, and on the political front, legislative, executive 
and judicial powers. The consequences were twofold. 
First, the elites deployed their power to manipulate 
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the trade and agrarian economy within the state. 
Second, the elites were unable to distinguish their 
interests as rulers from their interests as merchants 
and landowners: they did not distinguish clearly 
between government and state. As territorial rulers, 
they were charged with acting impartially as “collec
tive prince” between competing interests; as political 
and economic elites, they had a huge stake in the 
outcome of mediation. As Machiavelli’s Florentine 
contemporary Francesco Guicciardini explained, this 
dilemma was the root cause of city-state republics’ 
unhappy rule:

It is most desirable not to be bom a subject; but if it 
must be so, it is better to be under a prince than a 
republic. For a republic oppresses all its subjects, 
and shares out its benefits only among its citizens; 
whereas a prince is more impartial, and gives 
equally to one subject as to the other, so that 
everyone can hope to be beneficed and employed 
by him.43

David Hume later fleshed out the details:

It may easily be observed, that though free govern
ments have been commonly the most happy for 
those who partake of their freedom; yet are they the 
most ruinous and oppressive to their provinces (...). 
When a monarch extends his dominions by con
quest, he soon learns to consider his old and his 
new subjects as on the same footing; because, in 
reality, all his subjects are to him the same, except 
the few friends and favourites with whom he is per
sonally acquainted. He does not, therefore, make 
any distinction between them in his general laws; 
and, at the same time, is careful to prevent all par
ticular acts of oppression on the one as well as the 
other. But a free state necessarily makes a great dis
tinction, and must always do so, till men learn to 
love their neighbours as well as themselves. The 
conquerors, in such a government, are all legisla
tors, and will be sure to contrive matters, by restric
tions on trade, and by taxes, so as to draw some pri
vate, as well as public advantage from their con
quests. Provincial governors have also a better 
chance, in a republic, to escape with their plunder, 
by means of bribery or intrigue; and their fellow
citizens, who find their own state to be enriched by 
the spoils of the subject provinces, will be the more 
inclined to tolerate such abuses. Not to mention, 
that it is a necessary precaution in a free state to 
change the governors frequently; which obliges 

these temporary tyrants to be more expeditious and 
rapacious, that they may accumulate sufficient 
wealth before they give place to their successors.44

Compromise, which required that both parties 
exchange some power for a more stable and pros
perous future, was rendered more difficult because of 
the conflict of interest at the heart of the Italian city- 
state between the landed and mercantile classes. Indi
vidual members of the elite also stood to lose more 
from power-sharing than they gained.45 The unavoid
able consequence of this confusion of powers and 
rights was political instability and economic short- 
termism. Bom in response to feudal insecurity, the 
Italian city-states failed because they were unable to 
offer subjects the stability of the new Prince.46

Notes
1. I have greatly benefited from John Najemy’s detailed criti

cisms.
2. See Reynolds (1984) 168-83. Thus, for example, late medieval 

south Italian urban communities quite legitimately styled them
selves universitates, even though they came under either feudal 
or royal jurisdiction. “Commune” (communis) was at first used 
adjectivally in connection with the municipal features of 
“common property’ and “common council’ (Hyde [1973] 54).

3. The term “state” is used throughout in the sense of “seat of sov
ereignty”. Where I employ the term in its narrower senses to 
define the territory of a community or the apparatus or 
machinery of government will be apparent from the context.

4. On this definition, which follows that of the fourteenth century 
commentator Bartolus of Sassoferrato that the city-state was a 
“civitas se superiorem non recognoscens”, sovereignty was the 
main distinguishing feature of medieval European city-states.

5. Three “frontier” cities, Teramo, L’Aquila and Messina (with the 
possible addition of Naples, whose vast fiscal and juridical 
privileges garnered after 1450 turned it into a pars superior 
among Southern cities), are the closest late medieval southern 
Italy came to producing city-states. In practice, these were sub
ject communes of the Sicilian and Neapolitan monarchies that 
had been granted unusually extensive economic privileges. 
Putnam (1993) has argued that the roots of the current lack of 
“civic culture” in southern Italy go back to the destruction of 
independent urban government by the Normans and Hohen
staufen rulers. Although Putnam has been strongly criticised for 
his abuse of historical evidence, he does little more than report 
popular Italian prejudice. For a recent suggestion that the disso
lution of the state in tenth-century southern Italy led to the 
region’s marginalization from “European history”, while the 
same phenomenon in north-central Italy for no apparent reason 
produced the opposite effect, see Capitani (1987) 106-7. For an 
authoritative restatement of the traditional view, see Jones 
(1997) 258-63. For an overview of debates on southern Italian 
“underdevelopment”, see Epstein (1992) ch. 1.

6. The suggestion that traditional comparisons between southern 
Italian universitates and north Italian city-states are misplaced 
has been muddied by the persistent confusion between “city
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state” and “commune”; see for example Tabacco (1985) 65- 
111, with references. For the related erroneous assumption that 
the absence of city-states in the Mezzogiomo induced a low rate 
of urbanisation and economic development, see Epstein (1995) 
63-78.

7. See Guillou (1983) and Burgarella (1983); Martin (1993) chs. 
4-5.

8. Lopez (1971). The Investiture Contest did, however, play an 
independent role in the development of city-states: in Germany 
and France it increased feudal, as well as monarchical authority, 
whereas in Italy it undermined both and made it easier for 
Italian communes to turn into city-states.

9. Hyde (1973) 96. The habit carried over into the later practice by 
Italian city-states of establishing military and commercial 
alliances only for specified periods.

10. In the early days of the Pisan commune bishop Gherardo asked 
potential troublemakers to post bonds to ensure peaceful behav
iour, and his successor acted as peacemaker (Hyde [1973] 56).

11. For consorterie, see Heers (1974).
12. Tabacco (1989) 185 suggests, however, that the naming of con

sular magistrates preceded the appearance of the first com
mune.

13. Against the traditional view of the original commune as a sworn 
association of private individuals, Tabacco argues that it “was 
bom with an explicit political and territorial significance, 
through the desire of the leading citizens to represent the whole 
urban collectivity” (Tabacco [1989] 185-6). But see also ibid. 
190, for qualifications.

14. Although Henry V’s charter to Bologna in 1116 made no men
tion of a commune, it offered the citizens (concives) respect for 
their ancient customs, protection for their property, and com
mercial freedom throughout the kingdom of Italy. Smaller, 
quasi-rural communities established “communes” to organise 
collective usage of pasture and watercourses and to negotiate 
with their feudal and urban counterparts; the first known 
example is that of Biandrate in the province of Novara. On the 
origins of Italian rural communes, see Wickham (1998).

15. Reynolds (1984) 182. For Frederick’s attempts to integrate the 
Lombard cities into a feudal structure, see Tabacco (1989) 215-
16.

16. For Roger II as the founder of the “first modern state” before 
either Henry I Plantagenet or Philip Augustus of France, see 
Martin (1993) 768-9.

17. The conditioning role of topography and climate are empha
sized by Jones (1997) 267, and Wickham (1981) ch. 1.

18. The preceding argument may help to account for a puzzling 
exception to this account posed by the collective uprising 
known as the Sicilian Vespers of 1282, which saw the island’s 
cities expel the Angevin regime and call upon the Catalan- 
Aragonese Peter II in the name of the communitas Siciliae. 
Sicily was, by urban density and proportion of the population 
living in towns, quite as advanced as the more developed north
central Italian regions. See Epstein (1992) ch. 2 for Sicilian 
urbanisation, and Tabacco (1985) 100 for the “puzzle” posed by 
the Sicilian Vespers.

19. For population estimates, see Ginatempo & Sandri (1990).
20. For taxation, see Cammarosano (1988) 201-13.
21. Warfare played a more important role in driving domestic 

change from 1380-1400, when city-states were being trans
formed into, or conquered by, larger territorial states.

22. Conversely, during the often lengthy period separating the 
formal subjection of a previously independent city-state from 

the community’s full political integration as a dependent com
mune, domestic conflicts might continue to be based on fac
tional enmities established before subjection. The transition in 
fifteenth-century Pistoia from conflict based on inward-looking 
factionalism to conflict drawing on outward-looking patronage 
with the Medici is sketched by Milner (1997).

23. At its most successful, the popolo went through three stages: 
from pressure group, to “state within (or parallel to) the 
podesta’s regime”, to dominant “party” or regime (Hyde [1973] 
114). John Najemy has suggested per litteram that “it was the 
regimes of the popolo that turned semi-sovereign communes, 
still enmeshed in the quarrels of papacy and empire and 
Guelphs and Ghibellines, into sovereign city-states that 
declared their autonomy from those external powers and 
defended the supremacy of their impersonal public authority”. 
This seems to me to impute the popolo ex post with a greater 
degree of political intentionality and institutional modernity 
than it actually had. The popolo was a “class in itself’ rather 
than a “class for itself’. See also Najemy (1991) 269-87, which 
forcefully and convincingly challenges the widespread view 
that all communal politics (at least in Florence) was elitist and 
oligarchic, and emphasises the countervailing power and influ
ence of the popolo. My point is not that the popolo was an oli
garchy dressed up in popular clothes, but that the political and 
institutional logic that drove its actions was as fundamentally 
divisive and unstable as that of its class rival (which also 
explains why the popolo did not remain for long in power).

24. Tabacco (1989) 232 makes a similar point with respect to the 
sources of economic power of the feudal nobility.

25. Spruyt (1994) 133-50 contrasts the competitive nature of urban 
relations in Italy with the co-operation and federal structures 
that developed in Germany, where there was a similar absence 
of a strong state.

26. For the later Middle Ages, see Chittolini (1994) 553-89.
27. “Underlying the forms the struggles took and the swaying for

tunes of the antagonists, there runs one basic theme: it is the 
endeavour to make a system presupposing consensus respond 
to the libido dominandi of one part of the de facto dissensus” 
(Finer [1997] 974).

28. Chittolini (1995) 11-37; Ginatempo (1996) 347-83; Ginatempo 
(1997) 149-209.

29. The republican principle “Quod omnes tangit ab omnibus 
comprobari debet” (“What affects all, must be approved by 
all”) was enshrined in the thirteenth-century manual of the 
podestà, the Oculus pastoralis (Fubini [1991] 224). But some 
were more equal than others: the “omnes” referred only to those 
possessing rights of citizenship, that is (in a circular definition) 
those with the power and right to chose.

30. These communities would subsequently use their privileges to 
develop “proto-industrial” activities in the countryside against 
the dominant city’s objections. See Epstein (2000b).

31. The converse of this attitude, of course, was that the ruling city 
“systematically cultivated and defended its juridical and polit
ical supremacy and distinctiveness from those lands which 
comprised its territory” (A. Molho, “Commentary”, in Molho, 
Raaflaub & Emlen [1991 ] 628-30 [quotation from p. 630]). The 
imposition of a monopoly over high justice was probably the 
most politically fraught and hence one to be treated with utmost 
delicacy. In possibly the most extreme example of political hes
itancy, Venice appears to have established full judicial sover
eignty on the Terraferma de facto only after the mid-sixteenth 
century. See Viggiano (1993).
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32. Pisa was conquered militarily in 1406, after Florence had paid 
200,000 florins to buy it but had been unable to take possession. 
The military leader who first entered the city was a member of 
the Gambacorta family that had ruled Pisa in the late fourteenth 
century, and was paid handsomely by Florence for his troubles. 
Old habits die hard.

33. For Tuscan economic decline, see Epstein (1996a) 869-90. For 
the Pisan rebellion, see Luzzati (1973).

34. For Milan’s inability to project regional hegemony, see Chit- 
tolini (1990) 21-34.

35. E.g. about four times what has been suggested was the max
imum territorial size of a city-state (Hansen supra 17 and infra 
601-2).

36. For constitutional change, see Najemy (1982); Rubinstein 
(1966). On fiscal policy, see Epstein (1996b) 101-16, with 
references.

37. Connell & Zorzi (2000). It was probably no accident that within 
Tuscany it was Florence that pursued economic and finally 
political hegemony most systematically, for it was the most sus
ceptible of all the large Tuscan cities to being cut off from vital 
lines of trade and food supply by regional rivals. In Lombardy, 
by contrast, the larger number of cities and the highly devel
oped transport network (shipping canals were being dug from 
the twelfth century) made it both harder and less pressing for 
one city to pursue political hegemony. Milan’s direct sphere of 
influence reached only as far as the neighbouring towns of 
Lodi, Monza, Como (much of whose food supplies must come 
from the Milanese contado) and, to a far lesser extent, to the old 
Lombard capital, Pavia.

38. Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien. Ein Versuch, Basel, 
1860.

39. “Le gravi e naturali inimicizie, che sono intra gli uomini popo- 
lari e i nobili, caúsate da il volere questi comandare e quegli 
non ubbidire, sono cagione di tutti i mali che nascano nelle 
città” (N. Machiavelli, Istorie florentine, III, 1). From which “in 
Florence at first the nobility split, then the nobility and the 
common people, and lastly the people and the plebs; and many 
times it occurred that as one group prevailed it again split into 
two parts. Which divisions gave rise to more deaths, exiles, and 
destroyed families than in any other city” (ibid., “Proemio”: “di 
Firenze in prima si divisono intra loro i nobili, dipoi i nobili e il 
popolo, e in ultimo il popolo e la plebe; e moite volte occorse 
che una di queste parti rimasa superiore si divise in due. Dalle 
quali divisioni ne nacquero tante morti, tanti esili, tante dis- 
truzioni di famiglie, quante mai ne nascessero in alcuna città”).

40. This paragraph develops the argument in Hicks (1969) 57.
4L Tilly (1990); see also Anderson (1974) 159.
42. As exemplified in the two fundamental essays by Jones (1974) 

& (1978), which analyse respectively the “bourgeois” and the 
“aristocratic” aspects of Italian “city-state culture”. See also 
Finer (1997) 960 and the overview of debates on this issue by 
Cracco(1991) 309-29.

43. F. Guicciardini, Ricordi, ed. R.Spongano, Florence, 1951, 
n.CVIl: “È da desiderare non nascere suddito; e pure avendo a 
essere, è meglio essere di principe che di repubblica; perché la 
repubblica deprime tutti e sudditi; e non fa parte alcuna della 
sua grandezza se non a’ suoi cittadini; el principe è più com
mune a tutti, e ha equalmente per suddito l’uno corne l’altro; 
perô ognuno puo sperare di essere e beneficiato e adoperato da 
lui.” See also Brown (1991) 108-9.

44. D.Hume, “That politics may be reduced to a science (1777),” in 
Selected Essays (Oxford 1993) 17.

45. Whereas the costs of power-sharing were borne fully by the 
elite, the benefits would be spread across the entire population.

46. Venice would seem to offer an obvious counterexample to this 
theory. But Venice never experienced “that collision between 
the old feudal warrior families and the wealthy merchant class 
that animated the early politics of the other cities. On the con
trary, the patriciate of Venice were the merchant-adventurers 
and the merchant-adventurers were its patriciate”. Manufacture 
was also underdeveloped until the late Middle Ages and there
fore the working class (popolo minuto) was comparatively 
weak. The Venetian elite was therefore united in its interests 
and ruled on the basis of co-optation to, rather than exclusion 
from, its ranks, and hence was concerned with introducing 
checks and balances to individual or factional rule (Finer 
[1997] 986 [quotation], 994-96, 1006, 1008, 1012). Moreover, 
its interests were focused only marginally on its rural hinter
land. This had profound effects for the character of its territorial 
rule. First, Venice’s decision to establish a mainland state after 
1415 came more in response to the threat from the Lombard 
duchy and to the nascent power politics of the Italian peninsula, 
from which it did not wish to be excluded, than from a desire to 
control a territory for economic purposes (though the latter 
objective was also present). Second, it led to a more balanced 
policy towards its territorial subjects. Rural communities in 
particular seem to have appreciated the cautious support offered 
by Venice for their fiscal, legal and commercial grievances 
against their direct urban overlords. The consequences became 
apparent after Venice’s defeat in 1509 at Agnadello at the hands 
of the League of Cambrai, when it seemed for a time that the 
Terraferma would be entirely lost as subject cities transferred 
their allegiance to the French and to the emperor Maximilian. 
To Machiavelli’s amazement, the peasantry rallied to the 
Venetian cause and the city was able to reclaim the Lombard 
and Venetian cores of its state a few years later (Cervelli [1974]; 
Epstein [1996b]). Venice’s main weakness arose from its 
refusal to countenance the separation of powers.
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Imperial and Free Towns of the Holy Roman Empire 
City-States in Pre-Modern Germany?

Peter Johanek

(Respondent: Martina Stercken)

The imperial and free towns of Germany are a phen
omenon not to be found elsewhere in pre-modem 
Europe, and they are a special feature of German con
stitutional history. So, before looking at the main issue 
of this paper, we have to discuss briefly the general 
setting of these “city-states”, i.e. the constitutional 
framework of the “Holy Roman Empire” during the 
late Middle Ages and in early modern times, viz. ca. 
1200-1800.1 The Empire was not a centralised 
monarchy like the kingdoms of Western Europe, espe
cially England and France. Its political structure was 
determined by regional forces, particularly the 
dynastic territories that emerged in the course of the 
13th century, as well as by the ecclesiastical territories 
(bishoprics, a great number of important monasteries 
and the orders of the Teutonic Knights and the 
Knights of St. John). In the transition to the modem 
period all these were transformed into principalities 
{Fürstenstaaten), and it was there that Germany made 
the full transition to modem statehood. German 
constitutional historians are used to calling these 
principalities “Territorien” and it is in this specific 
sense I am going to use the English term “territory” in 
this paper.

The German king (rex Teutonicorum) of the late 
Middle Ages and early modem times was not a hered
itary monarch. He was elected by seven prince-elec
tors (Kurfürsten)', the archbishops of Mainz, Cologne 
and Trier; the king of Bohemia, the count-palatine of 
the Rhine, the duke of Saxony and the margrave of 
Brandenburg. In most cases he also received the im
perial crown in Rome at a ceremony presided over by 
the Pope and thus became imperator Romanorum. 
Although the Roman coronations were discontinued 
in early modem times, the elected German king was 
still considered as the Roman emperor whose Empire 
consisted of Germany (regnum Teutonicorum), Italy 
(regnum Italiae) and Burgundy (regnum Burgundiae). 
So, even though we are here dealing with Germany 
only, I will nevertheless use the term “emperor” when 

speaking of the German monarchs, as most of their 
contemporaries did.

To be the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, 
which was seen as a continuation of the ancient 
Roman Empire, transferred first to the Franks (800) 
and then to the Germans (962), was also seen as a vital 
factor to salvation history, and accordingly it provided 
a ruler with an unquestionable legitimacy. But in 
reality the emperor had little power and only a few 
instruments were at his disposal to exercise power. In 
the late Middle Ages and in early modern times there 
was no royal demesne which was handed down from 
one monarch to the next. What territorial power an 
emperor had, lay in the territories over which he ruled 
as a prince. The king and emperor was the feudal 
overlord of the territorial princes, but that did not 
mean much in terms of power, though it must be con
sidered as the main bond which held together the 
Empire: the emperor could summon the princes to 
assemblies, i.e. Diets (Hoftage, later Reichstage}. He 
could summon the host of the Empire for war against 
external enemies (like the Hussites or the Turks) or 
sometimes against members of the Empire, if they 
were found guilty of a felony. The emperor was also 
needed to confer the fiefs on the legitimate heir, when 
a vassal had died.

But again, there was no royal administration which 
could intervene in the territories of the princes, nor 
was there a royal jurisdiction with such powers. Fur
thermore, there was no royal tax-system which would 
bring cash into the coffers of the emperor. The territo
ries were quasi-independent states, which were bound 
to the emperor only by the fact that he was - in theory 
- the source of their autonomy. He could even 
increase their autonomy by giving them more privi
leges and in return they would comply with his 
political aims. So the emperor was not really in a posi
tion to govern the Empire. All he could do was to 
negotiate with the territorial powers to achieve his 
political aims. The Empire was characterised by a 
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dualism, vzz. the distinction between Kaiser and 
Reich: on the one hand there was the emperor, on the 
other there was the Empire, which was made up of all 
the territorial powers. The centralisation of power 
which constitutes the modem state developed in these 
territories.

Around the turn of the 15th/16th century, from about 
1470, some changes took place which a German con
stitutional historian, Peter Moraw, has described as 
“densification” (Moraw [1985]: "Verdichtung'). The 
territorial powers created a new centralised representa
tive institution, the Reichstag. It was the largest assem
bly of estates in Europe; its members were listed in the 
Reichsmatrikel', it was summoned as necessity re
quired and from 1661 onwards it resided permanently 
in Regensburg (Moraw [1980]; Schindling [1991]).

Thus a second centre of political power developed 
in competition with the relatively small and bureau
cratically weak imperial court. The institutionalised 
Reichstag of the early modem period was the outcome 
of a long-term development during the Middle Ages, 
when the emperor used to summon the territorial 
powers to his court for consultation, for a Diet or Hof- 
tag. Most of those summoned were territorial princes, 
their core being the prince-electors who played the 
most prominent role in the developing dualism of the 
Empire. But the emperor also summoned towns and 
cities for his Diets. Some were towns which had a spe
cial relationship with the emperor; some were cities, 
which were not subject to the rule of a territorial 
prince, but had the emperor himself as their lord.

In the later medieval Empire there were about 
3000-4000 towns or even more, and their number was 
increased only insignificantly during the early modern 
period.2 But only very few were imperial or free cities 
(Fig. 1-2).3 At the end of the 13th century, early in the 
reign of Rudolf of Habsburg, there were 105 imperial 
or free towns; whereas the Reichsmatrikel of Worms 
listed 85 in 1521, in reality only 68 are to be con
sidered as belonging in this category.4 In the early 
modem period their number decreased. Some of them, 
like Mülhausen, joined the Swiss Confederation, 
others were detached from the Empire by the French 
king: Metz, Toul and Verdun as early as 1552, the 
Alsatian Decapolis with Colmar and Hagenau in 1648 
and Strassburg in 1681 (cf. Press [1987] 10). At the 
end of the Ancien Régime 51 had a seat in the diet of 
Regensburg (1792) (cf. Herborn [1983] 661f). At the 
time of the Westphalian peace treaty 18 of them were 
Catholic, 7 mixed,5 the rest were Protestant.

What was an imperial or free city of the Empire and 
in which respect did imperial and free cities differ 

from the rest of the ca. 3900 towns of the Empire? 
They had a special relationship with the emperor, i.e. 
their lord was not a territorial prince, but the emperor 
himself. The imperial cities (Reichsstädte) were 
towns founded by the emperor, mostly in the times of 
the Staufen emperors in the 12th or 13th century, or 
towns which grew up on imperial territory, sometimes 
in connection with a royal palace or castle (e.g. 
Nürnberg, Rothenburg, Frankfurt, Friedberg, Geln
hausen or Wimpfen). Consequently most of them are 
to be found in regions where the Staufen emperors 
were powerful, i.e. in Swabia, Franconia, Thuringia, 
Alsace and the region north of Frankfurt (Wetterau). 
In the north of Germany there were only a few, e.g. 
Dortmund or Goslar, which had developed out of a 
fisc of Ottonian times, or Lübeck, which became an 
imperial city after the deposition of Henry the Lion 
and was given charters in this respect by Frederick 
Barbarossa (1188) and Frederick II (1226).

The emperor was the lord of the imperial city, he 
protected it and therefore he was its guardian (Vogt). 
That meant that the jurisdiction lay in his hands, and 
was exercised by his representative, the scultetus 
(Schultheiss). This is why the imperial cities paid tax 
to the emperor and recognised him as their lord, did 
homage to him and swore allegiance. They called the 
emperor “our only, lawful and legitimate Lord” 
(ayniger, ordentlicher und rechter herr, 1481; (cf. 
Isenmann [1988] 112), and the emperor spoke of them 
as “our and the Empire’s towns”,6 stressing in this 
way the dualism of the Empire. It was a relationship 
which was identical with the relationship the emperor 
had with the princes, whom he called “our and the 
Empire’s princes”. On the other hand, this conception 
was generally accepted by the princes. Albrecht 
Achilles, the margrave of Ansbach, wrote to Nürn
berg in the second half of the 15th century respect
fully to the king: “Your and our lawful, natural and 
legitimate lord”.7 That meant that the legal bonds that 
bound princes and imperial cities to the emperor were 
identical. Princes and imperial cities were partners 
with equal rights in their relationship with the 
emperor.

The status of the free towns was only slightly dif
ferent. They were mostly cathedral cities, in which the 
citizens had succeeded in driving out their lord - the 
bishop or archbishop - and in taking control of the 
government of the city. In most cases this happened in 
the 13th and early 14th centuries, for example in all 
the cathedral cities along the river Rhine: Cologne, 
Mainz, Worms, Speyer, Strassburg and Basel, but also 
in Toul, Verdun and Besançon. A special case was 
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Hamburg, which was a cathedral city whose lord, 
however, was not the archbishop but the count of 
Holstein; he gradually lost his influence over this city, 
so that it came to regard itself as a “free town” and 
only in 1618 claimed the status of an imperial town. 
Likewise Regensburg became a free town struggling 
against its lords, the bishop and the duke of Bavaria. 
In 1484 the duke of Bavaria succeeded in subjugating 
the city, but by the intervention of the emperor, Fred
erick III, in 1492, Regensburg was liberated and 
henceforth regarded as an imperial city.

The emperor was not the lord of the free towns; 
they did not pay homage to him, and above all he 
could not use them as a pawn in his financial transac
tions with the princes, as he very often did with the 
imperial towns. The free towns were responsible to 
the Empire as a whole, but even in this context they 
very often refused to do military service. So the free 
towns were slightly more independent than the impe
rial towns, but occasionally they were in danger of 
being reclaimed by their original lords, as was the 
case in Regensburg and in Mainz, where the arch
bishop eventually in 1462 re-conquered the city, re
established his government and reduced Mainz to a 
territorial town.

In early modern times the differences between 
imperial and free towns gradually disappeared, so that 
in the end they were all habitually called “free impe
rial towns” {Freie Reichsstädte). Thus, if we are to 
speak about city-states in medieval and early modem 
Germany, the imperial and free cities seem to fit the 
model. But German constitutional history is a compli
cated and confusing matter. There are still the territo
rial towns to consider, and quite a few of them 
enjoyed a considerable measure of independence.8 So, 
Heinz Schilling has suggested calling them semi
imperial cities or autonomous towns {Semi-Reichs
städte, Autonomiestädte; Schilling [1993] 38 ff.). 
Occasionally they possessed an influence, economic 
power and autonomy that rivalled the richest and most 
influential of the imperial cities. This was the case 
especially in the North of Germany, where there were 
almost no imperial or free towns. Some of those terri
torial towns were big towns like Brunswick, Magde
burg, Rostock, Lüneburg, Bremen, Osnabrück, Mün
ster, Söst or Erfurt, but there were also smaller ones 
like Lemgo or Stendal. They all recognised a prince or 
bishop as their lord, did homage to him, but had in 
return been given privileges which guaranteed a large 
amount of autonomy. Occasionally, some of them 
successfully opposed their lords like Lüneburg, which 
defeated Duke Magnus of Brunswick in 1371, 

destroyed his castle and henceforth kept him out of 
the town. Soest switched from the archbishop of 
Cologne to having the duke of Kleve as its lord in the 
middle of the 15th century; and when Count Simon VI 
of Lippe tried to introduce Calvinism at the beginning 
of the 17th century, Lemgo resisted successfully, and 
kept to the Lutheran faith.

Such towns resembled imperial cities in so far as 
they enjoyed a relationship with their princely or epis
copal lords which was almost like the relationship 
between imperial cities and the emperor; and such 
towns dominated the Hanseatic League, which repre
sented a considerable political and economic power 
(see below). Almost all of the ca. 200 towns in the 
Hanseatic League were territorial towns; only 5 
(Cologne, Dortmund, Lübeck, Mühlhausen [Thu
ringia] and Nordhausen) were imperial towns, and 
one was a free town (Hamburg). So - if we are dealing 
with the concept of city-state - many of the features 
by which imperial and free towns are characterised 
are also to be found in many territorial towns.

It is necessary, though, to keep in mind that the 
autonomy and independence of territorial towns 
decreased in early modem times, especially in the 
17th century in consequence of the rise of princely 
absolutism. Some of the most independent territorial 
towns were conquered by their lords and reduced to 
almost complete dependence, like Münster and 
Brunswick in 1661, and Erfurt in 1664. So the 17th 
century, with its Thirty Years War and its aftermath, is 
a time of decline of urban liberties and even of the 
political and economic importance of the German 
city-states in general.

Territory
The size of the imperial and free towns differed con
siderably. The biggest of them, in fact the biggest 
German city, was Cologne; it covered 400 ha and had 
about 40,000 inhabitants, and was comparable to big 
Flemish towns such as Gent, Brügge and Antwerp. 
There were big towns, as Nürnberg (160 ha; ca. 
20,000 inhabitants), Lübeck (200 ha; ca. 28,000 
inhabitants) and Hamburg (96 ha; ca. 9,000 inhab
itants); but there is a wide range in size from Ulm (70 
ha) and Mühlhausen (Thuringia) (50 ha) down to Eger 
(Cheb) (30 ha), Wetzlar (27.4 ha) and Weissenburg 
(Franconia) (26 ha) and even further down to the 
many small ones of about 10 ha and even less. The 
size given here is the area enclosed by the walls. All 
the towns reached the peak of their expansion already 
in the Middle Ages, most of them in the 14th century, 
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whereas there was little growth in the 15th and the 
16th century and almost none at all later on.9

Most of the imperial cities succeeded in acquiring a 
territory of their own, sometimes quite substantial:10

Nürnberg 1500 km2
Ulm 830 km2
Rothenburg 400 km2
Schwäbisch Hall 330 km2
Frankfurt a.M. 110 km2

Sometimes this territory was enclosed by a fortifica
tion {Landwehr, Landheeg) consisting of an earth dike 
planted with hedges and enforced with some towers 
for look-out (Warte). Schwäbisch Hall for example had 
a dike of 120 km in length with 4 towers, Rothenburg 
62 km with 9 towers (cf. Schneider [1997] 111-35).

But in most cases the territory remained relatively 
small, and it would be a mistake to assume that all big 
and important imperial cities possessed big territories. 
Strassburg and Augsburg, for example, which are to be 
regarded as powerful economic centres of the empire, 
had very small territories, in fact of the same size as 
the combined territory of the two smallest imperial 
cities, Gengenbach and Zell am Harmersbach.

For military and economic reasons most cities and 
towns of some size - not only imperial cities but also 
territorial towns - tried very early to dominate their 
immediate vicinity.11 The beginning was very often 
the acquisition of landed property, often by single citi
zens but sometimes also by the urban hospitals. In the 
years from 1262 to 1350, for example, citizens of 
Rostock (a territorial town of the counts of Mecklen
burg) acquired 34 complete villages, of 41 villages 
they owned a part, and in 30 they received revenues 
and rents. In Lübeck, an imperial city, citizens owned 
49 villages, and in 129 places they owned a part of the 
village or were paid revenues or rents (Fritze [1985] 
29). In general a town - imperial cities as well as terri
torial towns - was surrounded by an agriculturally 
exploited area (fields, pasture, woodland, partly pri
vately owned by citizens, partly under public adminis
tration ), which constituted the base of the town’s 
supply (Feldmark). This area was - in the case of the 
territorial towns - not a territory stricto sensu, but the 
town’s authorities exercised considerable influence 
and very often this area was protected by towers and a 
dike (Landwehr).12

The growth of landed property and revenues owned 
by citizens entailed a need for protection by the urban 
authorities, and it was always necessary to maintain 
the safety of the roads. From the second half of the 

14th century most imperial cities turned to a policy of 
intentional and deliberate territory-building by the 
acquisition of landed property and, above all, the right 
to exercise jurisdiction. From the turn of the 13th to 
the 14th century many cities and towns had tried to 
acquire one or several castles in order to increase their 
military potential.13 In many cases the imperial cities 
came to include other towns within their territories. 
Thus, in 1359 Lübeck, for example, bought the town 
of Mölln. Nürnberg also owned other towns (6) and 
so did Ulm (2), Schwäbisch Hall (1) and others. 
Schwäbisch Hall, Dinkelsbühl and Rothenburg 
governed in condominium two other small towns - 
Ilshofen and Kirchberg - which they had bought from 
the counts of Hohenlohe.14

Sometimes imperial cities were able to gain posses
sion of property which had originally belonged to the 
king. This was the case in, for example, Dortmund, 
where the county of Dortmund, a royal fisc of 27 km2, 
was taken over in 1353, when the family of counts of 
Dortmund, who held it from the emperor, became 
extinct.15 A large part of the territory of the imperial 
city of Kaufbeuren consisted of a royal fisc of the 
12th/13th century, the “officium Buron”, which was 
administrated by a royal official (Ammann), who 
became an urban official of Kaufbeuren at the begin
ning of the 15th century.16

The extension of urban control over the sur
rounding countryside and the acquisition of a territory 
reached its peak around 1400 and continued during 
the 15th century. It was an expensive affair and in 
many cases the external policy of the city-council 
caused internal disturbances and led to constitutional 
struggles (see below: Self-Government).

Both imperial cities and territorial towns aimed at 
controlling their hinterland, but only the imperial 
cities succeeded in building territories which equalled 
the structure of princely territories. The growth and 
development of urban territories depended on the pat
tem of political influence of the towns in the region in 
question, and in most cases the cities met with very 
strong resistance from the neighbouring princely terri
tories. All urban territories remained relatively small 
compared with the important princely territories of the 
Empire. But the importance of an imperial city is not 
to be defined by the size of its territory but by its eco
nomic power.

Population
The imperial and free cities differed considerably in 
population as well as in size. It is, however, extremely 
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difficult to estimate the number of inhabitants of indi
vidual medieval towns. On the whole, there was a 
continual increase of population from around 1200 to 
the 1330s, followed by a short period of stagnation for 
about two decades and then a sharp decline, caused by 
the Black Death in 1348/50. Apparently about a third 
or even more of the urban population died, but was 
partly replaced by increasing immigration. There was 
a considerable growth in the second half of the 15th 
and in the first half of the 16th century, but epidemics 
from the 1570s to the 1590s and the effects of the 
Thirty Years War brought about a new decline. For the 
period around 1500 relatively trustworthy estimates of 
the urban population are available.17

In the Empire (excluding Switzerland and the 
Netherlands west of the river Ijssel) there were 11 
towns with more than 20,000 inhabitants (imperial 
and free cities are italicised): Lübeck, Cologne, 
Brunswick, Magdeburg, Breslau (Wroclaw), Prague, 
Strassburg (Strasbourg), Nürnberg, Augsburg, Vien
na, Danzig (Gdansk, a city of the king of Poland since 
1454; its status comparable to that of an imperial city; 
member of the Hanseatic League).

15 Towns (6 imperial cities) of 10,000-20,000 in
habitants; Bremen (recognised as an imperial city only 
in 1646), Hamburg, Lüneburg, Rostock, Stralsund, 
Aachen, Münster, Söst, Frankfurt/Main, Erfurt, Metz, 
Regensburg, Zürich (in the Swiss Confederacy), 
Deventer, Kampen.

73 towns (17 imperial cities) of 5,000-10,000 
inhabitants: Wismar, Greifswald, Salzwedel, Stendal, 
Burg, Brandenburg, Berlin, Frankfurt/Oder, Prenzlau, 
Leeuwarden, Groningen, Zwolle, Zutphen, Wesel, 
Dortmund, Osnabrück, Herford, Lemgo, Lippstadt, 
Paderborn, Hannover, Hildesheim, Goslar, Einbeck, 
Göttingen, Nordhausen, Halle, Wittenberg, Glogau 
(Glogów), Bonn, Kassel, Mülhausen, Naumburg, 
Leipzig, Altenburg, Zwickau, Chemnitz, Bautzen, 
Görlitz, Liegnitz (Legnica), Schweidnitz (Swidnica), 
Verdun, Trier, Mainz, Worms, Speyer, Heidelberg, 
Würzburg, Bamberg, Eger (Cheb), Kuttenberg (Kutna 
Hora), Olmütz (Olomouc), Iglau (Jihlava), Brünn 
(Brno), Hagenau, Stuttgart, Schwäbisch Hall, 
Rothenburg, Amberg, Freiburg, Mühlhausen, Kon
stanz, Ravensburg, Besançon, Esslingen, Ulm, Mem
mingen, München, Landshut, Salzburg, Elbing 
(Elbing, cf. Danzig), Thom (Torun, cf. Danzig), 
Königsberg i.Pr. (Kaliningrad; territory of the Teu
tonic Order, member of the Hanseatic League).18

So most of the imperial cities were small or middle- 
sized towns, but even so the imperial or free cities 
constituted slightly more than a quarter of the largest 

towns of the Empire, and ca. 40% of the towns with 
more than 10,000 inhabitants. The share is even 
higher if we take into consideration that Mainz was 
reduced from a free to a territorial city only in 1462, 
and that Danzig, Elbing and Thorn enjoyed a status 
comparable to that of an imperial city under the king 
of Poland. Furthermore some towns like Lemgo, 
Söst, Danzig and Elbing were registered as imperial 
cities in the Reichsmatrikel of 1521; and in 1645 
Elbing was invited by Ferdinand III to take part in the 
negotiations leading to the Peace of Westphalia in 
1648.

It follows that the largest and economically most 
important imperial cities do not fit what is understood 
by a face-to-face society. But we must keep in mind 
that not all of the inhabitants were citizens with full 
political rights and also that the citizens were organ
ised into societies, craft-guilds and fraternities, which 
in any case were face-to-face societies. There is no 
doubt that the towns’ councils and their policies were 
dominated by a political elite which constituted a 
face-to-face society.

Settlement Pattern
Although some of the imperial cities created quite 
substantial territories, the majority of the population 
lived in the urban centre, inside the town walls. The 
inhabitants of the territory outside the walls were not 
citizens but subjects of the city’s government. That 
was even the case when the territory was very small.

Nevertheless the citizens, especially of the larger 
towns, developed distinctive patterns of living, which 
established a strong interrelation of town and hinter
land. In all towns, especially in the smaller and very 
small ones, there was of course some agrarian activity. 
But many of the citizens owned substantial landed 
property in the countryside, sometimes farms and 
sometimes even whole villages (cf. above: Territory, 
and below: Economy). That applies especially to the 
members of the ancient elites, which originally domi
nated the city’s council - like the patricians of Nürn
berg or the ‘Erbmaenner' of Münster. They very 
often owned or built sumptuous country-houses or 
even castles; and they became assimilated to the way 
of life of the nobility and in many cases succeeded in 
being recognised as members of the nobility by impe
rial charter. But most of them still lived in the cities 
and took part in their economy as well as in their gov
ernment (cf. below: Self-Government). Only in some 
towns or in single cases did they leave the town and 
become part of the landed nobility; and in one unique 
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case they rose into the rank of territorial princes, vzz. 
the Fugger family in 1514, whose ancestor had come 
to Augsburg in the 14th century as a simple weaver.19

On the other hand, nobles of the urban hinterland 
very often tried to obtain citizenship (Bürgerrecht) in 
order to gain the towns’ protection and also for eco
nomic reasons.20 From the second half of the 15th cen
tury onwards there was an increasing tendency among 
the landed nobility to acquire a townhouse (Adelshof) 
mostly in the territorial towns and only very rarely in 
an imperial city (Hufschmidt [1996]; Matsche 
[1998]).

Urbanisation
As we have seen, the territories of the imperial cities 
were relatively small, and there were no or only a few 
other urban settlements within those territories. 
Without exception the territory was of minor impor
tance and never included a second major urban centre. 
Above all the citizens of secondary towns within the 
territory were not citizens of the major city.

It must also be kept in mind that imperial cities did 
not strive to include other towns in their territory. 
When that happened it was more or less by chance. 
No imperial city ever founded another town. Territo
rial princes were keen on founding new towns, impe
rial cities were not. So they were not promoters of 
urbanisation in the direct sense as were the territorial 
princes,21 but their economic activities may have stim
ulated urban growth within a region dominated by the 
economic influence of certain imperial cities. One 
example is the capital invested in the 15th century by 
merchants of Cologne which contributed considerably 
to the growth of towns in the Sauerland region, which 
was dominated by the metal industry.

Economy
All of the 99 largest towns of the empire named above 
(see above: Population) engaged in long distance 
trade and housed specialised crafts.

Lübeck dominated the Hanseatic trade of the North 
Sea and the Baltic. Lübeck was at the centre of an 
axis with “two arms: one stretching out west toward 
Bruges and London and the other east to Riga and 
far away Nowgorod” (Russell [1972] 106). Linked 
to this axis were the towns of the southern Baltic coast 
as well as Bremen, Hamburg, Deventer and other 
towns on the river Ijssel. Also linked to it were 
Magdeburg and Prague via the river Elbe and Breslau 
by the river Oder. So was Cologne, and in this case the 

link was established by a diagonal road from Lübeck 
via Hamburg and Lüneburg toward Osnabrück, Mün
ster and Dortmund and from there to Cologne. And 
again there was a link established by road from 
Cologne via Dortmund, Soest, Paderborn, Brunswick 
to Magdeburg and from there to Leipzig, Breslau and 
farther east. This is the framework for the Hanseatic 
trade in the Middle Ages from the 13th to the 17th 
century.22

Cologne again was the centre of an axis that 
extended from London and the Flemish cities south
ward along the river Rhine via Mainz, Frankfurt, 
Worms and Speyer to Strassburg. If Cologne was a 
kind of entrance gate to the traffic of the Rhine, so 
was Strassburg for the trade from the south (via the 
Alps and the river Rhone) and from Paris (Russell 
[1972] 90-3). The region of the Upper Rhine with 
Mainz and Strassburg was linked by roads toward the 
East to another important economic region of Upper 
Germany, dominated by Augsburg, which occupied a 
key position in the trade with Italy, especially Venice. 
The main commercial centres here were Nürnberg, 
Ulm, Regensburg (whose long-distance trade declined 
in the 15th century) and Vienna, which, again, had 
close links with the region of Prague and the very 
important mining districts of Upper Hungary (today 
Slovakia).

So the largest cities of the Empire and especially 
the imperial and free cities were the main agencies of 
Germany’s international trade during the Middle Ages 
and up to around 1600. There were two major fairs 
(Messen) in Frankfurt am Main (from around 1330/40, 
charter of emperor Louis IV 1337) and Leipzig (char
ters of Frederick III 1466 and 1469 and Maximilian I 
1497 and 1507), which were major places for the ex
change of commodities but also important financial 
markets, comparable to the fairs of Geneva, Lyons 
and Chalon-sur-Saone or Bergen op Zoom and Ant
werp. Secondary fairs existed in Friedberg (imperial 
city, near Frankfurt am Main), Naumburg (near Leip
zig), Deventer (member of the Hanseatic League), 
Zurzach (near Basel), Nördlingen (imperial city) and 
Linz on the Danube.23

This is the framework for Germany’s participation 
in the European trade with its centres in London, 
Bruges and later Antwerp, Venice and the Levant, 
Genoa and the trade centres of the Iberian penin
sula.24 The larger cities of the Empire - imperial cities 
and territorial towns - formed a network of commer
cial connections, but even smaller towns of the cate
gory of 2,000 to 5,000 inhabitants engaged in the 
long-distance trade. In Attendorn, for example, a town 
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of the archbishop of Cologne and a member of the 
Hanseatic League, there existed already in the 13th 
century a guild of merchants visiting England (Gilde 
der Englandfahrer), and Attendorn’s merchants did 
business in Flanders and Livonia. But they apparently 
were only few and in the assemblies of the Hanseatic 
League the town frequently was represented by 
Soest.25

The merchants of the imperial city of Rottweil, put
ting on the market the products of the town’s cloth
weavers and metalworkers, visited the fairs of Frank
furt, Nördlingen and Zurzach and they sold a lot of 
grain and wood to towns in Switzerland, but they were 
rarely seen in Nürnberg and apparently never at the 
fairs of Leipzig or in Cologne and Antwerp. Rot
tweil’s trade was clearly confined to the region of 
south-western Germany (Ruckgaber [1835-38]; Mau- 
rer/Hecht [1980]). On the other hand, among the part
ners the merchants of Cologne did business with at the 
Frankfurt fairs, in commodities as well as in financial 
transactions, only a very few came from northern 
Germany and the Hanseatic towns. Only the most 
important cities like Lübeck, Hamburg, Brunswick 
and Magdeburg are mentioned and some Westphalian 
towns relatively nearby (cf. Rothmann [1998] maps 6 
and 7).

What we see is a clearly defined hierarchy of com
mercial potential. In the smaller towns this potential 
was limited or confined to a regional range. Only the 
large cities in a geographically key position were able 
to participate directly in the world trade of the time: 
Lübeck, Cologne, Nürnberg, Gdansk (Danzig), Augs
burg and Strassburg.26

But again, some trade companies in smaller towns 
like the Grosse Ravensburger Handelsgesellschaft in 
Ravensburg or the Diesbach - Watt - Gesellschaft of 
St. Gall did business with places as far away as 
Valencia, Lisbon and Barcelona, Genoa and Venice, 
Danzig, Poznan (Posen), Krakow (Krakau) and Lwow 
(Lemberg) (Schulte [1923]; Ammann [1928]). But 
companies like this had to establish offices (Kontor, 
Gelieger) in the large cities like Nürnberg, Augsburg 
and Prague, and they had to visit the fairs of Frank
furt, Leipzig and abroad. The large cities and the fairs 
were not only centres of commercial activities but, 
above all, they were centres of information, indispen
sable for commercial transactions in commodities as 
well as in the financial market.

Cologne was not only the commercial heart of 
medieval Germany, it was also the largest centre of 
specialised crafts (Irsigler [1979a] 1). Trade and 
manufacturing were in balance and exporting 

products of the Cologne crafts was an important part 
of Cologne’s commercial activities. Nürnberg, Augs
burg and Strassburg were similar cases.

All imperial cities and all towns of the Hanseatic 
League had specialised crafts and many of them were 
working for export, but there were considerable dif
ferences in the various regions of the Empire. Ger
many’s economy was characterised by mining (silver, 
copper, iron, salt), metalwork and textile production.27 
But only one imperial city (Goslar) was a mining 
town and again only one imperial city (Schwäbisch 
Hall) and five Hanseatic towns engaged in salt pro
duction (Halle/Saale, Kolberg (Kolobrzeg), Lüne
burg, Soest and Werl). And anyway mining and the 
production of salt and their interrelations with the 
developement of towns are a special case, so they are 
omitted here.

Metalwork manufacturing concentrated in the 
north-west around the iron-mining districts of Sauer- 
land and Siegerland with Cologne as a leading centre 
and around Aachen (brass and copper).28 In the south 
the most important centre was Nürnberg with the 
iron-mining district of the Upper Palatinate in its 
vicinity and its highly specialised metalworking 
crafts, working imported copper (Ammann [1970] 48- 
70; Stahlschmidt [1971]).

More widely spread was textile manufacturing. 
Textiles were at the base of export trade in almost all 
towns of some substance, but in many cases they were 
of very limited quality and only of regional impor
tance. There were, however, several textile districts, 
whose towns worked for long-distance export. Cen
tres for the production of woollen cloth were Aachen 
and the region west of Cologne, Strassburg, Nörd
lingen (especially Loden, a coarse woollen cloth) and 
the region around Frankfurt, especially to its north 
(Wetterau), manufacturing cheap cloth of agreeable 
quality. On the whole, German cloth never reached 
the quality of the Flemish and English products, but it 
met the needs of a substantial part of the population 
and was exported to the East ,29

In contrast, German linen weaving was of excellent 
standards. It concentrated in north-western Germany, 
especially in Westphalia, in Saxony south-east of 
Leipzig and in Silesia. The most important linen
producing district, however, was Swabia, with its 
centres Ulm and Augsburg and the whole region of 
Lake Constance (Bodensee).30 It was here that in 1368 
the production of fustian (Barchent) was established, 
a mixture of linen and cotton. Fustian production 
became an immediate success, because it was cheap 
and agreeable to wear.31 Even small towns grew into 
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important manufacturing places of textiles. The small 
imperial town of Isny, for example, was founded in 
1171 on 5 ha of land. Prospering from linen weaving 
it expanded to 14 ha and was enclosed by walls in 
1280. There were 2,000 inhabitants in 1400 and over 
3,000 in 1500 and 250 workshops of linen weavers 
(Cf. Stoob [1973-] I, 5). The imperial city of Biberach 
(20 ha, 4-5,000 inhabitants) around 1500 had 400 
looms for working on fustian, and in Memmingen 
(over 5,000 inhabitants) there were 242 masters 
weaving fustian in 1530. These are impressive num
bers, considering that in Cologne a limit of 300 looms 
for weaving woollen cloth was set at the end of the 
14th century.32 So the imperial towns of the Swabian 
textile region were substantial economic powers, 
although the number of their inhabitants and the area 
of settlement remained relatively small.

The textile industry in Swabia in particular, but also 
that in Cologne, was characterised by the fact that 
merchants (especially clothiers) or weavers of sub
stance commissioned work from other weavers in the 
town or in other towns or even in the countryside. 
They bought the raw materials (for example, cotton in 
the case of fustian), gave it to the weavers and paid 
them for their labour {Verlag). The same was the case 
with the metal-working crafts, especially in Cologne 
and Nürnberg.33 So there was a strong entrepreneurial 
element in the economy of the late medieval town, 
especially in the 15th and 16th century. The economic 
sphere of influence of a city or town as well as its 
economic power thus may be defined by the influence 
of entrepreneurial capital on the production in the 
different crafts of a town and above all on its hinter
land and on other towns.34

This entrepreneurial element was stronger in the 
interior of Germany (especially in the towns on the 
Rhine and in southern Germany) than in the coastal 
regions of the north, dominated by the Hanseatic 
League. It was in existence in the Westphalian towns 
and in the Saxon towns of the interior (e.g. in Bruns
wick), but there was very little of it in the Hanseatic 
coastal towns on the Baltic and the North Sea. The 
merchants of those towns concentrated on trade, 
importing goods from abroad and exporting raw mate
rials from home (e.g. grain from Mecklenburg and 
Pomerania to the Netherlands), and the urban crafts
men, unlike their Rhenish and Swabian counterparts, 
generally did not manufacture for export.

Crafts and artisans of a town were organised in 
guilds {Gilde, Zunft, Amt, Handwerk, Zeche). The 
medieval guild was an association which served var
ious functions - social and religious, economic as 

well as political.35 Like religious fraternities, the guilds 
used to have patron saints, special feasts and com
memorative masses for deceased members. They built 
guild-halls, where they had meals and dances. The 
guilds offered assistance in cases of hardship and, in 
general, mutual support for their members and thus 
constituted an agency of social integration. But above 
all, they wielded substantial economic power in the 
urban society. Only masters of the guild were allowed 
to exercise the trade in question and to sell its manu
factured goods inside the town. The guild controlled 
the admittance of new masters and in many cases 
there was a numerus clausus. They also laid down the 
rules for apprenticeship and the examinations of 
apprentices, journeymen and masters, and set the stan
dards of quality for the crafts-products. In general, the 
guilds succeeded in establishing a monopoly for their 
members inside the town, but the urban authorities 
tried to control prices and quality in the interest of the 
consumers. Of course the guilds therefore tried to 
exercise influence in the town’s government, and this 
became the origin of occasionally fierce urban strug
gles from the end of the 13th to the 16th century.36 In 
any case the guilds constituted an important factor in 
urban political life, as did the associations of the mer
chant class and the patricians.

It is necessary to say something, very briefly, about 
the agrarian element in the medieval towns, especially 
in the imperial cities and Hanseatic towns. All of them 
were cities in the Weberian sense of the term.37 Per
haps some of the very small imperial towns like Zell 
am Harmersbach or Bopfingen were (like many other 
small towns of the Empire) something of an Acker
bürgerstadt,38 and even in the middle-sized or larger 
towns there may have been single citizens who were 
essentially farmers. That does not matter much in the 
context of this paper. But it is important to state the 
fact that most citizens and especially citizens of sub
stance, both artisans and merchants, engaged in 
agrarian activities. Many citizens owned landed prop
erty in the countryside or acquired landed property, 
held it for a period of time and sold it again, as they 
did with houses inside the town. They did so for 
several financial reasons. The most important one was 
security. They put away money that was not neces
sarily needed for commercial ventures. Another 
reason was the ecclesiastical laws on usury, which 
forbade the taking of any kind of interest. Selling or 
buying an annuity based on landed property {Renten
kauf) was the only lawful way to earn a certain 
percentage of interest on invested money and a 
sensible way to avoid the ruinous interest rates of the 
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Jews, Lombards or Cahorsins (cf. Isenmann [1988] 
383-7). Thus a substantial amount of landed property 
accumulated in the hands of townspeople,39 who in 
this way earned an additional income from agrarian 
products and participated in the agrarian economy. 
Many a baker or brewer also became a grain 
merchant, or a butcher or tanner a cattle dealer.

In some cases the town’s economy was influenced 
by or even dependent on the agrarian products of the 
surrounding countryside. Regensburg, for example, 
was famed for its tanning industry and its leather 
products. Nuremberg needed enormous quantities of 
honey, produced in the vast adjacent forests, for the 
production of its famous gingerbread. But even more 
striking is the case of Erfurt, which processed woad 
(Isatis tinctoria) cultivated in the surrounding coun
tryside, which was needed for dyeing by the textile 
industry of southern Germany (Mägdefrau [1973]; 
Händel [1996]). And of course there were towns dom
inated by the production of beer (e.g. Einbeck and 
Wismar, and even in Hamburg brewing was an impor
tant part of its economy and its export trade, Cf. 
Plümer & Stefke [1989]) as well as by the production 
of wine. Almost all of the smaller Alsatian imperial 
towns were centres of wine production, and so were 
cathedral cities like Trier and Würzburg. In this latter 
city there were 10 guilds of vintners, working the 
vineyards adjacent to the city.40 Thus the agrarian 
factor of urban economy is not to be neglected, even 
when dealing with larger towns and especially with 
the imperial cities.

To conclude this section: the imperial cities played 
a leading part in the economy of the Empire in the late 
Middle Ages and in the 16th century. Most of the 
technical innovations of this period, especially in the 
field of crafts, were developed in those towns. In the 
early modern times from the 17th century onwards a 
decisive change came about. The Hanseatic towns 
(with the exception of Hamburg and Danzig) and 
above all the imperial cities (even Cologne) went into 
decline or remained at least economically stagnant. 
The Baltic trade now became the domain of the Eng
lish, and above all the Dutch merchants, who put the 
Hanseatic merchants out of business. The Hanseatic 
towns were reduced to secondary and only regional 
importance.41 The imperial cities of Upper Germany 
also lost their leading role in trade and industrial pro
duction. This was partly due to a certain petrifaction 
of their constitutional life and also to the inability of 
the craft guilds and of the merchant class to adapt to 
the changes in the European economy. It was also due 
to the success of the modem state, with its principles 

of absolute monarchy, represented in Germany by the 
princely territories and not by the cities. The new cen
tres of commercial and industrial activities as well as 
of technical innovations became the residential towns 
of the territorial princes, or new territorial towns 
explicitly founded for economic reasons, like Erlan
gen or Hanau.42

The Hanseatic League
The Hanseatic League was a confederation of towns 
in the northern and north-western part of the Empire, 
established in order to protect commercial privileges 
granted by territorial princes and, above all, by for
eign rulers in countries visited by the merchants of 
those towns (e.g. Flanders, England, Norway, Nov
gorod, Smolensk).43 There were also some towns from 
outside the Empire which had joined the Hanseatic 
League (in some cases only for a short period of time), 
e.g. Danzig (Gdansk), Elbing (Elblqg), Königsberg 
(Kaliningrad), Kulm (Chelmno), Thorn (Torun), 
Braunsberg (Braniewo), Kraklaw, Reval (Tallinn), 
Riga, Dorpat (Tartu) and 9 other towns of Livonia, 
and the Swedish towns Kalmar, Stockholm and Visby. 
Nevertheless all those merchants were called “Mer
chants of the German Hanse” (koplude der dudeschen 
hensef because the merchant class of the towns in 
Livonia, Estonia and Prussia, and even in Krakow and 
partly in Visby, was of German origin. Indeed almost 
all towns in the eastern regions of Central Europe had 
been founded by German settlers at the bidding of the 
indigenous rulers (for example the kings of Poland, 
Bohemia and Hungary or single Polish dukes or 
Bohemian nobles) and in the territory ruled by the 
Teutonic Knights (cf. Higounet [1986], especially 272 
ff.).

Originally the term hansa applied to unions of mer
chants, who visited foreign trade centres.44 They 
formed such unions in order to protect themselves 
against robbery. These unions represented their mem
bers before the foreign authorities and were granted 
privileges, and they acted in defence of those privi
leges and in the general interest of their members. The 
term hansa was used for the first time in England, to 
designate organisations of foreign merchants. In the 
13th century there was a hansa of Flemish merchants 
and a hansa of merchants of Cologne, which owned 
the Steelyard in London and eventually extended its 
protection to all merchants of German origin and also 
succeeded in acquiring new, more extended privileges 
(especially exemption from customs, in addition to 
self-government and jurisdiction over its members). 
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Thus the German merchants of the London Hanse, 
called mercatores Alemanniae in the Great Charter of 
1303, were placed in a very favourable position, more 
favourable than other foreign merchants. Similar 
developments took place in Flanders in the last 
decades of the 13th century, where the German mer
chants (mostly Westphalians and citizens of Bremen, 
Hamburg and Lübeck) had founded a factory (Kontor} 
in Bruges, which became the centre of the Hanseatic 
merchants’ activities in western Europe and which 
eventually developed into one of the most important 
trading and banking places of Europe in general. 
Another Kontor of the Hanseatic merchants devel
oped in Bergen (Norway) and again another one, per
haps the most important, in Novgorod, where origi
nally the Gotländische Gesellschaft (Association of 
merchants visiting Gotland), consisting of Gotlandic 
and German merchants in the 12th and 13th centuries, 
had acquired privileges comparable to those else
where in Europe. In the course of the 13th century, a 
network of commercial stations emerged on the coasts 
of the Baltic and the North Sea. They enjoyed excep
tional trading privileges, were connected by routes, 
and dominated by German merchants, the koplude der 
dudeschen hense.

Thus hansa originally meant unions of associations 
of single merchants, regardless of their home town. 
Later it was applied to a confederation of towns, the 
Hanseatic League. There is a second starting point for 
this League and it is to be found in the confederations 
of towns (Städtebünde}, which came into existence 
during the 13th century, mainly in order to protect the 
safety of the trading routes against raids of the nobility, 
who were trying to build up territories of their own. 
One of the first confederations was the Rheinischer 
Städtebund of 1256, and we should note that it includ
ed not only towns from Westphalia to the Upper Rhine 
and Franconia, but also territorial princes. But it was 
preceded, for example, by unions of important West
phalian towns in 1246 (Union of Ladbergen: Os
nabrück, Münster and Coesfeld) and 1253 (Union of 
Weme: Dortmund, Münster, Söst and Lippstadt), and 
by an even earlier union of Hamburg and Lübeck of 
1230, which eventually developed into a confederation 
of the Wendish towns (Lübeck, Hamburg, Kiel, Wis
mar, Rostock, Lüneburg and later on the Pomeranian 
towns of Stralsund, Greifswald, Anklam and Stettin), 
first mentioned in 1280. There were similar confedera
tions in Lower Saxony and in Prussia. They were all 
were concerned with the safety of the roads but they 
also discussed matters of common interest such as 
monetary problems.45

In the last quarter of the 13th century there was a 
falling out between the German merchants in Bruges 
and the city authorities. The German merchants 
threatened to move to Aardenburg. From the begin
ning of the 13th century merchants had been backed 
by their home towns in conflicts of that kind. But now 
they were backed by a group of towns in northern 
Germany, from where the majority of them originated, 
headed by Lübeck. It was those towns that negoti
ated the peace with Bruges and the count of Flanders, 
and the towns acted upon the results of mutual consul
tations as they were used to do in the regional confed
erations of towns already mentioned (cf. Henn 
[1989a]). Thus they discovered that they were able to 
exercise substantial economic and political pressure 
not only against the territorial princes of their home 
region but also abroad. On these lines the occasional 
consultations in times of danger developed into the 
Hanseatic League, which had its first common as
sembly (Hansetag} in Lübeck in 1358, convoked 
again to consult over a conflict in Flanders.

This new Hanseatic League of towns and cities was 
not a union of the already existing regional confedera
tions, for the latter continued to exist. It is doubtful if 
we should regard the Hanseatic League as a formal 
confederation at all. Lawyers of the 17th century 
doubted it and the contemporaries of the 15th century 
were very careful indeed in defining its legal nature. 
In 1450 the Hanseatic League sent a letter to the king 
of England and gave a very circumstantial definition: 
dat de stede van der hense ... sin wol en corpus in 
etliken vruntscoppen unde vorbuntnissen, darinne se 
myt en overenkomen (“the Hanseatic towns are a cor
poration consisting of friendships and confederations 
with the help of which they reach agreements”).

There was no founding charter and no formal mem
bership. Lübeck was regarded as its head (caput 
omnium} and conducted its business between assem
blies, but the only constitutional agency was the Han- 
setag, where the representatives of the towns (Rat- 
sendeboten} met, who regarded themselves as mem
bers of the Hanseatic League. There was a common 
treasury, but many member towns failed to contribute 
for a longer or shorter period of time, although 
regarding themselves as members of the League right
fully enjoying its privileges (Henn [1989b]).

There were almost 200 member towns but only 
about 70 can be regarded as active and influential 
members. Many of the smaller towns were repre
sented by a neighbouring town at the Hansetag and 
only contributed financially.46 There was no firm or
ganisation, although Lübeck during the 15th and 16th 
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centuries tried very hard to achieve just that. Already 
in 1347 the Kontor of Bruges divided the towns doing 
business there into Drittel (thirds): the first were the 
Rhenish, the Westphalian and Prussian towns; the 
second the Wendish and Saxon towns; and the third 
Drittel, the towns of the north-eastern Baltic (Sweden, 
Livonia and Estonia). Later on, in the beginning of the 
16th century, the League accepted a subdivision into 
Viertel (quarter), but that did not change much. There 
was, however, a certain regional organisation of 
mutual consultation among groups of towns usually 
headed by a larger one. Thus in Westphalia there was 
the Brämquartier (Vreden, Bocholt, Borken, Dül
men, Haltern) headed by Cösfeld and the Drein
quartier (Rheine, Telgte, Werne, Ahlen, Beckum) 
headed by Warendorf, and the centre of both organisa
tions was Münster. They were all Hanseatic towns, 
but they were organised on a territorial basis, all of 
them being towns of the bishop of Münster as a terri
torial prince.

That should remind us that most of the towns in the 
Hanseatic League were territorial towns, but not 
imperial or free cities (for that applied only to Co
logne, Hamburg, Lübeck, Dortmund, Goslar, Nord- 
hausen, Mühlhausen and in a certain sense Bremen). 
In many cases their autonomy was limited and even 
larger cities who enjoyed extensive liberties had to 
show consideration for the politics of their territorial 
princes. In any case the territorial princes were part of 
the general framework with which the Hanseatic 
League had to deal.

Despite the deficiencies in its organisation the 
Hanseatic League wielded considerable power. Its 
weapons were boycotts directed against its external 
adversaries, and exclusion from the Hanseatic League 
{Verhansung) of those members which would not toe 
the line. Cologne, for example, was excluded in 1471 
for five years, because it did not support the alliance 
of the Hanseatic League, Denmark and Poland against 
England, but tried to extend its own liberties in the 
English kingdom and in Burgundy and to turn the sit
uation to its own advantage without consideration of 
Hanseatic interests. The exclusion achieved its 
intended effect and at the Hansetag of Bremen in 
1476, Cologne had to submit to the conditions of the 
League and to pay a large sum to be readmitted.47

Sometimes the Hanseatic League even waged war, 
as was the case in the 1360s, when King Waldemar 
Atterdag of Denmark conquered Gotland and seized 
ships of Prussian merchants in the Sund. The 
Hanseatic towns met in Cologne in 1367 and formed 
an alliance for five years which was a real confedera

tion {Kölner Konföderation). This confederation also 
went into alliance with Mecklenburg, Sweden, Hol
stein and parts of the Danish nobility: the war was a 
triumph of the Hanseatic League and King Waldemar 
was humiliated at the peace negotiations at Stralsund 
in 1370 (Götze [1970]).

The peace of Stralsund represents the climax of the 
power of the Hanseatic League, and it may seem as if 
the members of the League were a unified whole, 
always acting together. The interests of the towns 
united in the Hanseatic League, however, sometimes 
differed considerably. The case of Cologne in 1471 is 
very telling. In the war of the 1360s the core of the 
Hanseatic towns, the Wendish towns, succeeded in 
uniting all towns in order to achieve one of the main 
objectives of the League: to keep safe the routes 
between the Baltic and the North Sea. That was not 
always the case.

The second main objective of the League, espe
cially of the Wendish towns, was to preserve the 
monopoly of trade in the Baltic for towns of the 
Hanseatic League, i.e. to keep the English and Dutch 
merchants out of the Baltic at all costs. Its monopoly 
was under threat in the 16th century, because England 
and the Netherlands prospered as a result of changes 
in the world economy brought about by the discovery 
of the New World in the years around 1500. The 
Wendish towns who depended most on this monopoly 
lost the support of the Hanseatic towns of interior 
Germany. Cologne, for example, ceased to attend the 
Hansetage in the period from 1606 to 1628. Further
more the emerging modem state showed a tendency 
toward abolishing the privileges of foreign merchants. 
Ivan III closed the Hanseatic Kontor at Novgorod as 
early as 1494 and Elizabeth I closed the London Steel
yard in 1598. Thus the Hanseatic League gradually 
lost its influence and the last Hansetag met in 1669. 
The League had ceased to exist.

To sum up: the Hanseatic League was certainly not 
a city-state, it was not even a confederation of city- 
states. Its members were towns of very different 
standing, of very different economic potential, and 
only a small number of them enjoyed liberties and an 
autonomy that equalled the liberties and the autonomy 
of imperial cities. The liberty of most of them was 
restricted by their territorial lords in the 17th century 
(e.g. Münster, Brunswick, Magdeburg) (cf. above, p. 
297). There was nothing comparable to the Hanseatic 
League in southern Germany. There were a number of 
confederations of towns {Städtebünde), especially at 
the end of the 14th and in the 15th century. Their 
objectives were political, and they never developed 
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the political and economic power of the Hanseatic 
League in its heyday, although they were much better 
organised (cf. Isenmann [1988] 121-7).

Self-Government
Almost all towns of the Empire, however small, had a 
sort of self-government, and certainly the imperial 
cities were legislative, administrative and judicial 
units and possessed “internal sovereignty”. So did 
many territorial towns of substance which had been 
granted liberties by their princely lords (see above, p. 
297 and note 13).

The government of the imperial cities as well as the 
territorial towns48 was exercised by the city’s council 
(Stadtrat'), which in most cases was headed by two 
mayors (Bürgermeister). The number of councillors 
(Ratsherren) varied from town to town and so did the 
ways of electing them. The city’s council as the gov
erning body of the town emerged in the 12th century 
and remained the central institution of the town’s con
stitutional life to the end of the Holy Roman Empire. I 
shall not go into the details here but only give a sketch 
of the general lines of development. The urban com
munes of the cathedral cities gained emancipation 
from their lords in fierce struggles during the 12th and 
13th centuries. This was achieved mainly by the urban 
elites: ministeriales of the city’s lord, moneyers and 
merchants. The development in the old cathedral 
cities set the pace in many respects. Similar elites 
existed in the imperial cities, which from the begin
ning had administered the king’s towns. Those old 
families monopolised the control of town councils for 
a long period of time and formed an exclusive upper 
layer of the town’s society, sometimes even a sort of 
urban nobility. There were various terms applied to 
this social group: patricians, Junker, Hausgenossen 
etc., the most common was Geschlechter. For sim
plicity’s sake I will use here the term “patricians”, 
even if this is considered as incorrect by most consti
tutional historians who hold that the term should only 
be applied to the governing families of Nürnberg (cf. 
note 19).

Patricians dominated the city’s council by right of 
birth and did so unchallenged in most imperial cities 
and territorial towns enjoying autonomous status until 
the end of the 13th century or even into the 14th cen
tury. Around the turn of the 14th century new social 
groups (wealthy merchants, who did not belong to the 
patricians, as well as the leading artisans of the craft
guilds) began to demand a share of the council’s 

power, a share in the control of the council’s activities 
and in particular in the administration of the town’s 
finances often strained by the territorial policy of the 
council (cf. above: Territory). They sometimes also 
demanded a reformulation of the town’s constitution. 
Thus the internal urban history of the period between 
the end of the 13th century and the Reformation is 
characterised by internal conflicts. We know of 210 
such conflicts in 40 towns, but there must have been 
many more.49

In most towns the guilds were at the heart of the 
struggles and succeeded at least partly in transforming 
the governing body. Their representatives were ad
mitted into the council or even gained a majority of 
seats. Only Nürnberg kept its patrician-dominated 
government up to the end of the Holy Roman Empire. 
But even in the towns, where the guilds succeeded in 
seizing power, the governing body remained in the 
hands of an oligarchy, because only wealthy citizens 
were able to perform as councillors (Weber’s principle 
of “Abkömmlichkeit”). The citizens’ conflicts of the 
Middle Ages did not bring about a sort of democracy 
and not all social groups, not even all of the guilds, 
were represented in the councils. But it is a notable 
fact that those struggles nowhere in Germany resulted 
in a “signoria” or tyranny as they did in the Italian 
city-states (Boockmann [1983]). This stability of 
oligarchies continued into the early modem period 
both in the imperial and in the territorial cities (Isen
mann [1997]; Blockmans [1994]). In the territorial 
cities the oligarchies and urban elites increasingly 
included civil servants of the princes. The autonomy 
of these cities was frequently diminished by the 
princes and many of their privileges partly revoked or 
cancelled in total. But the town council, which in the 
course of time had developed from a representation of 
the community into a ruling body with almost auto
cratic traits (Obrigkeit) was still dominated by the 
same elites, who saw the profits which were to be 
gained by submission to their princely lords. The self- 
government of the territorial cities changed in a long
term perspective from autonomous to authorised self- 
government (“von freier zu beauftragter Selbstver
waltung”) (Wiese-Schorn [1976]).

Defence
The medieval towns had fortifications, at least ram
parts and moat, but in most cases also walls and 
towers.50 Both walls and towers, as well as the forti
fied gateway were considered a dominant feature of 
the urban image and developed into an urban symbol. 
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The emerging communes of the 12th century chose 
this very symbol for their seals rather than an image of 
the townhall or a symbolic abbreviation of the city’s 
council. The latter happened only in a few French 
towns (Johanek [1999a] esp. 34 with note 57).

The citizens in principle had to do military service, 
both in manning and maintaining the walls for 
defence, as well as in the town’s levy against external 
enemies. But the military duties usually collided with 
the pursuit of the citizens’ professions. The medieval 
urban citizens, and even more those of the early 
modern period, did not constitute a warriors society, 
as for example the nobility did. With perhaps a few 
exceptions in the patriciate, citizens did not train regu
larly for military activities. Therefore, at least from 
the 14th century, the towns had to rely on the services 
of mercenary troops.51 This was a weakness of the 
cities’ political and constitutional life above all, the 
financing of defence and military activities very often 
caused internal conflicts. On the other hand, most of 
the technical military innovations of the late Middle 
Ages, such as the development of firearms and the 
modernisation of fortification around 1500, were 
achieved in an urban setting.52

Citizenship and Urban Identity
Citizenship was indeed the central aspect of the con
stitution of a medieval city.53 Only citizens were en
titled to exercise full political and economic rights. 
Citizenship also determined a person’s status in court.

Of course not all persons who lived in a town were 
also its citizens. Many of them were mere inhabitants 
(inwoner, Beisassen) or guests. They were not al
lowed to enter a guild and consequently were not per
mitted to carry on a trade as craftsmen (journeymen 
being excepted). On the other hand, the “guests” were 
allowed to perform commercial activities, and many 
foreign merchants would choose to live in a certain 
town without acquiring citizenship. Inhabitants with
out citizenship and guests were not eligible for the 
city’s council. In principle, citizenship was regarded 
as a “coniuratio” for the maintenance of law and order 
in the city. Thus oath-taking was the central urban 
ritual when a person was admitted into citizenship, 
and in most cities the ceremony of oath-taking was 
repeated annually by the community of the citizens as 
a whole (Schwörtag).^

The community of citizens was in principle a com
munity of house-owners, and thus the possession of a 
house inside the city’s walls (“Haushäblichkeit”) was 
a condition for being admitted into citizenship. On the 

other hand, a person who had acquired a house in 
town was expected to apply for citizenship. The new 
citizen also had to pay an admission fee. He was, in 
fact, “buying” the citizenship, thereby ensuring that 
he was in possession of sufficient means and would be 
expected not to become a burden to the public. 
Towards the end of the Middle Ages there were many 
towns in which ownership of a house was no longer 
considered a precondition for citizenship, but it re
mained the requirement that a citizen should be the 
head of an independent household (“eigenes Feuer 
und Rauch"). Unmarried men and women possessed 
citizen status only through the citizen rights possessed 
by the head of the family. Eventually the town’s 
authorities became inclined to give citizenship to as 
many inhabitants as possible in order to secure their 
loyalty. Even before that time many towns had prac
tised the taking of an oath by all inhabitants in periods 
of crisis (Beisasseneid).

The legal and ceremonial framework for admit
tance into citizenship was identical in imperial and in 
territorial towns. Some groups were excluded from 
citizenship. Thus the inhabitants of the urban terri
tories were not citizens but subjects (cf. above Settle
ment Pattern). Jews were admitted into citizenship in 
the period before the pogroms in connection with the 
Black Death of 1348/50. They were, however, never 
eligible for the city’s council and thus did not parti
cipate in the exercise of political power. Jews took 
a special oath (Judeneid) and formed a separate 
community inside the town with their own council 
and internal jurisdiction. After 1348/50 they were in 
many cases readmitted with a reduced legal status, but 
in most towns they were expelled in the 15th century, 
definitively between 1490 and 1520.55

A special problem were clerics. In many towns - 
both imperial towns and free towns - ecclesiastical 
communities had developed immunities, i.e. special 
districts inside the city’s walls but outside the jurisdic
tion of the city’s authorities. Their inhabitants, both 
clerics and laymen, were not citizens, they did not pay 
taxes and the urban laws concerning the activities of 
crafts did not apply to them. The ecclesiastical immu
nities were a constant cause of frictions between the 
urban authorities and the church, and sometimes 
resulted in riots (Pfaffenkriege).^ The Reformation 
solved that problem in most of the imperial and terri
torial cities which turned Protestant, but even then a 
few Catholic ecclesiastical institutions survived in 
Protestant cities (e.g. the Teutonic order in Nuernberg 
or the collegiate church of St. Patroklus and the con
vents of the Greyfriars and Augustinian nuns in 



308 Peter Johanek

Soest). In the Catholic towns the frictions between 
town council and ecclesiastical immunities by no 
means disappeared completely, but the disputes no 
longer took violent course, as they did so often in the 
Middle Ages (cf. Schilling [1993] 94-103).

There were no ethnic problems in the imperial and 
free cities of the Empire, but in the towns of the 
Eastern Baltic and in German-dominated towns in 
Poland and Bohemia a substantial part of the inhabi
tants were of non-German extraction {Undeutsche). 
That was also the case in a number of towns in north
eastern Germany between the rivers Elbe and Oder. In 
many cases the non-Germans were not admitted into 
citizenship nor into the craft-guilds.57 But very often 
the reality of everyday life was not as harsh as the 
letter of the law, and sometimes even the urban laws 
allowed for exceptions. In the 16th century, for 
example, the urban authorities of Teschen in Upper 
Silesia ruled on behalf of the statutes of the bakers’ 
guild, which excluded Poles, Czechs and Slovaks 
from membership: “But because our entire princi
pality is situated in Silesia, the sons of the town’s pop
ulation shall not - although they are not familiar with 
the German language - be excluded from the guild” 
(Landwehr von Pragenau [1976] 27).

The civic oath usually focused on the concepts of 
peace and harmony among the citizens {harmonía 
civitatis, civium unitas). External peace, i.e. the safety 
of the roads and trade, the integrity of the towns’ 
liberties, as well as internal peace and harmony and 
the common weal {bonum commune, salus publica, 
gemeiner nutz) were considered to be the central civic 
values of the medieval and early modern urban 
population, and strongly influenced the urban men
tality.58 There is no doubt about the existence of a 
special urban consciousness - a “conscience urbaine" 
(cf. Kammerer [1999]) - constituted by the central 
values just quoted and which separated the urban 
citizens from the nobility on the one side and the 
agrarian population, the peasants, on the other. This 
consciousness was deeply rooted in history and tradi
tion. The German towns, especially the imperial 
cities, developed a copious, even abundant urban 
historiography, unlike, for instance, the towns of 
Western Europe.59 This historiography looked for 
legitimisation in a glorious past, a noble origin or 
descent {Herkommen) and powerful privileges. It also 
told of the preservation of the urban liberties and 
central urban values achieved by external feuds and 
successful mastering of internal conflicts. The 
historical experience and the concepts of central urban 
values were also displayed in a wealth of symbols, 

monuments, pictures, ceremonies and rituals.60 These 
media always stressed the ideal of communal 
government, and especially in the early modem 
period there are certain traits of republicanism.61 I 
shall leave it at that, though much more could be said 
about urban mentality (cf., e.g., Fleckenstein & Stack
mann [1980]).

Conclusion
Were the towns of the Empire in the Middle Ages and 
in early modern times city-states? I do not know. 
Certainly not all of them were, of those 3-4,000 towns 
in existence. But I have my doubts even about the 
towns discussed here: the 99 largest towns of the 
Empire, the imperial towns of smaller size and the 
sometimes very small towns that were members of the 
Hanseatic League. We have had our criteria laid down 
by our symposiarch, and I think they are very good 
criteria to go by. There is only one point where 
I disagree. He has pointed out: “a city-state is a 
self-governing community, but not necessarily an 
independent and autonomous state” {supra 18). I do 
not think that it is enough that a city has “internal 
sovereignty”. That is the case with almost all 
medieval towns, even very small territorial towns of 
500 inhabitants. But in almost all other respects they 
are at the will of their territorial lord. I am even 
reluctant to see the large territorial towns with very 
extensive urban liberties, such as Brunswick or 
Lüneburg, clearly defined as city-states. They have no 
territory as the imperial cities have; they are able to 
exercise only informal control outside the city’s walls. 
Even the imperial cities sometimes have no territory 
to speak of and if there is one, even a substantial one, 
as in the case of Nürnberg and Ulm, the cities seem 
not so very keen to enlarge it.

Furthermore, the imperial cities, which in my 
opinion come closest to the definitions of city-states, 
are not a prominent element in the constitutional 
structure of the Empire. They are interspersed among 
the princely territories. They exercise financial power 
and economic influence, but they have no decisive 
influence in the Empire’s policy-making. The political 
culture of the Empire in the late medieval and early 
modern period is still characterised by the nobility and 
feudal structures. It is a culture of princely courts. 
Thus the imperial cities are a special case not only in 
the constitutional history of the Holy Roman Empire 
but also in the history of city-states.
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Fig. 2. The Hanseatic League, see Appendix 2 infra 311-13.
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Appendix 1
List of imperial towns
Based on the Reichsmatrikel of 1521 (Zeumer [1913] 
317), which stated the claims of the emperor on the 
towns, which were considered as imperial towns. 
Imperial towns had to contribute to the Empire’s host 
in soldiers on horses, foot soldiers and money; the 
numbers are listed here. The Reichsmatrikel claimed 
several towns, which were in fact certainly not 
imperial towns; those are omitted here. Doubtful 
cases included in the Reichsmatrikel are Basel, 
Besançon and Cambrai; they are omitted from the list 
and Fig. 1.

Soldiers 
on horses

Foot 
soldiers

Towns Money 
(florins)

20 112 Regensburg 120
40 250 Nürnberg 600
10 90 Rothenburg/Tauber 180
4 8 Weißenburg 

(Franconia) 50
4 36 Donauwörth 90
5 36 Windsheim 180
5 36 Schweinfurt 120
3 13 Wimpfen 130
6 60 Heilbronn 240

10 80 Schwäbisch Hall 325
10 80 Nördlingen 325

5 58 Dinkelsbühl 240
29 150 Ulm 600
25 150 Augsburg 500

2 13 Giengen 60
1 9 Bopfingen 50
2 18 Aalen 70
5 45 Schwäbisch Gmünd 150

10 67 Esslingen 325
6 55 Reutlingen 180
2 18 Weil der Stadt 120
3 40 Pfullendorf 75
4 68 Kaufbeuren 90

10 78 Überlingen 325
2 18 Wangen HO
4 22 Isny 100
2 18 Leutkirch 90

10 67 Memmingen 325
3 36 Kempten 120

10 Buchhorn
(now Friedrichshafen) 60

4 67 Ravensburg 180
6 55 Biberach 180
6 72 Lindau 200
6 72 Konstanz 125

40 225 Straßburg (Strasbourg) 550

Soldiers 
on horses

Foot 
soldiers

Towns Money 
(florins)

3 18 Kaysersberg 60
5 39 Colmar 180
7 58 Schlettstadt (Sélestat) 180
6 27 Mülhausen

(Mulhouse) 120
3 122 Rottweil 180
8 36 Hagenau (Haguenau) 180
2 22 Weissenburg

(Wissembourg) 125
3 31 Oberehnheim

(Obernai) 110
1 9 Rosheim 60
3 99 Speyer 325

10 78 Worms 325
20 140 Frankfurt/Main 500
- 22 Friedberg 90
3 31 Gelnhausen 70
- 31 Wetzlar 40

30 322 Köln (Cologne) 600
20 90 Aachen 260
40 250 Metz 500

7 61 Toul 120
10 45 Verdun 120
- 45 Offenburg
- 36 Gengenbach 150
- 22 Zell am Harmersbach
2 22 Landau 100
7 45 Schaffhausen 90

21 177 Lübeck 550
20 120 Hamburg 325
20 100 Dortmund 180
- 78 Mühlhausen

(Thuringia) 180
- 78 Nordhausen 180
- 130 Goslar 205

1 9 Türckheim
(Turckheim) 60

- - Münster im
St. Gregoriental
(Munster) 60

Appendix 2
The towns of the Hanseatic League
The list is based on Dollinger (1966) 564-5. Included 
is Höxter (Westphalia), which was omitted by 
Dollinger, but cf. Riithing (1986) 216.

This is the widely accepted list of Hanseatic towns, 
cf. e.g. Bracker (1989) 682. But it must be emphasised 
that only about 70 towns are to be considered as active 
and influential members. Many of the towns were 
small and only occasionally mentioned in connection 
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with the Hanseatic League and its activities. Especial
ly striking is the large number of Westphalian towns 
listed here. Some of them were mere townlets or 
markets with restricted liberties (Freiheiten/ Wig- 
bolde). So it is very doubtful if they are to be consid
ered as “Hansestädte”.

The problems of the membership in the Hanseatic 
League are not discussed here, but the fact that so 
many Westphalian places claimed membership or 
were thought to be members demonstrates the eco
nomic importance of the Westphalian region.

List of the Hanseatic Towns (Fig. 2)
Region of the River Ijssel and Zuiderzee:
1 Arnhem, 2 Deventer, 3 Doesborg, 4 Elburg, 5 Har- 
derwijk, 6 Hasselt, 7 Hattem, 8 Kampen, 9 Ommen, 
10 Stavoren, 11 Zutphen, 12 Zwolle.

North Sea coast:
13 Groningen, 14 Bremen, 15 Stade, 16 Buxtehude,
17 Hamburg.

Lower Rhine:
18 Duisburg, 19 Düsseldorf, 20 Emmerich, 21 Grieth, 
22 Köln, 23 Neuß, 24 Nijmegen, 25 Roermond, 26 
Tiel, 27 Venlo, 28 Wesel, 29 Zaltbommel.

Region between Rivers Rhine and Weser:
30 Ahlen, 31 Allendorf, 32 Altena, 33 Arnsberg, 34 
Attendorn, 35 Balve, 36 Beckum, 37 Belecke, 38 
Bielefeld, 39 Blankenstein, 40 Bocholt, 41 Bochum, 
42 Bödefeld, 43 Borgentreich, 44 Borken, 45 Brakel, 
46 Breckerfeld, 47 Brilon, 48 Coesfeld, 49 Dorsten, 
50 Dortmund, 51 Drolshagen, 52 Dülmen, 53 Essen, 
54 Eversberg, 55 Freienohl, 56 Fürstenau, 57 Geseke, 
58 Grevenstein, 59 Hachen, 60 Hagen, 61 Haltern, 62 
Hamm, 63 Hattingen, 64 Herford, 65 Hirschberg, 
66 Hörde, 67 Höxter, 68 Hüsten, 69 Iburg, 70 Iser
lohn, 71 Kallenhardt, 72 Kamen, 73 Langscheid, 
74 Lemgo, 75 Lippstadt, 76 Lüdenscheid, 77 Lünen, 
78 Melle, 79 Menden, 80 Minden, 81 Münster, 82 
Neheim, 83 Neuenrade, 84 Neustadt (Hassia), 85 
Nieheim, 86 Oldenzaal (Netherlands), 87 Olpe, 
88 Osnabrück, 89 Paderborn, 90 Peckelsheim, 91 
Plettenberg, 92 Quakenbrück, 93 Ratingen, 94 Reck
linghausen, 95 Rheine, 96 Rüthen, 97 Schwerte, 98 
Soest, 99 Solingen, 100 Sundem, 101 Telgte, 102 
Unna, 103 Vörden, 104 Vreden, 105 Warburg, 106 
Warendorf, 107 Warstein, 108 Wattenscheid, 109 
Werl, 110 Werne, 111 Westhofen, 112 Wetter, 113 
Wiedenbrück.

Region between Rivers Weser and Elbe
(Lower Saxony):
114 Alfeld, 115 Aschersleben, 116 Bockenem, 117 
Braunschweig, 118 Einbeck, 119 Gardelegen, 120 
Goslar, 121 Gronau, 122 Halberstadt, 123 Hameln, 
124 Hannover, 125 Helmstedt, 126 Hildesheim, 
127 Lüneburg, 128 Magdeburg, 129 Osterburg, 130 
Quedlinburg, 131 Salzwedel, 132 Seehausen, 133 
Stendal, 134 Tangermünde, 135 Uelzen, 136 Werben.

Central Germany (Region South of the Harz 
Mountains and between the Upper Weser and 
the River Saale):
146 Duderstadt, 147 Erfurt, 148 Göttingen, 149 Halle, 
150 Merseburg, 151 Mühlhausen (Thuringia), 152 
Naumburg, 153 Nordhausen, 154 Northeim, 155 
Osterode, 156 Uslar.

Brandenburg:
157 Berlin, 158 Brandenburg, 159 Cölln a. d. Spree, 
160 Frankfurt a. d. Oder, 161 Havelberg, 162 Kyritz, 
163 Perleberg, 164 Pritzwalk.

Baltic Coast, Mecklenburg and Pomerania:
137 Kiel, 138 Lübeck, 139 Wismar, 140 Rostock, 141 
Stralsund, 142 Greifswald, 143 Demmin, 144 An
klam, 145 Stettin (Szczecin), 165 Belgard (Bialo- 
gard), 166 Gollnow (Goleniöw), 167 Greifenberg 
(Gryfice), 168 Kammin (Kamien Pomorski), 169 Kol- 
berg (Kolobrzeg), 170 Köslin (Koszalin), 171 Rügen
walde (Darlowo), 172 Schlawe (Slawno), 173 Star- 
gard/Pom. (Stargard Szczecinski), 174 Stolp (Slupsk), 
175 Treptow a. d. Rega (Trzebiatöw), 176 Wollin 
(Wolin).

Prussia, Silesia and Poland:
177 Braunsberg (Braniewo), 178 Danzig (Gdansk), 
179 Elbing (Elbing), 180 Königsberg (Kaliningrad), 
181 Kulm (Chehnno), 182 Thom (Torun), 183 Bres
lau (Wroclaw), 184 Krakau (Krakow).

Livonia:
185 Dorpat (Tartu), 186 Fellin (Viljandi), 187 
Goldingen (Kuldïga), 188 Kokenhusen (Koknese), 
189 Lemsal (Limbazi), 190 Pernau (Pärnu), 191 Reval 
(Tallin), 192 Riga (Riga), 193 Roop (Straupe), 194 
Wenden (Cêsis), 195 Windau (Ventspils), 196 Wolmar 
(Valmiera).

Sweden:
197 Kalmar, 198 Nyköping (?), 199 Stockholm, 200 
Visby.
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Concordance of non-German place-names:
Bialogard - Belgrad
Braniewo - Braunsberg
Cësis - Wenden
Chelmno - Kulm
Darlowo - Rügenwalde
Elbing - Elbing 
Gdansk - Danzig 
Goleniów - Gollnow 
Gryfice - Greifenberg 
Kaliningrad - Königsberg 
Kamien Pomorski - Kammin 
Kolobrzeg - Kolberg 
Koknese - Kokenhusen
Koszalin - Köslin
Kraków - Krakau
Kuldïga - Goldingen
Limbazi - Lemsal
Pärnu - Pernau
Slawno - Schlawe
Slupsk - Stolp
Stargard Szczecinski - Stargard/Pom.
Straupe - Roop
Tallin - Reval
Tartu - Dorpat 
Torun - Thorn
Trzebiatów - Treptow a. d. Rega
Valmiera - Wolmar
Ventspils - Windau 
Viljandi - Fellin 
Wolin - Wollin
Wroclaw - Breslau

Notes
1. Bibliographical information is kept to a minimum in this paper. 

For the constitutional history and the political structure of the 
Empire in general cf. Moraw (1985); Schubert (1979); Schubert 
(1996); Moraw (1995); Moraw (1997) 27-59; Jeserich et al. 
(1983); Mitteis & Lieberich (1988); Willoweit (1990); Duch- 
hardt (1991); Schindling & Ziegler (1996).

2. General information on the towns: Ennen (1972); Stoob (1985); 
Engel (1993); Isenmann (1988); Moraw (1994); Boockmann 
(1986); Gerteis (1986); Schilling (1993); Ehbrecht et al. 
(1986/1996); Keyser & Stoob (1939-1974); Stoob (1973 sqq.); 
Ennen et al. (1972 sqq.); Stoob & Ehbrecht (1975 sqq.); Banik- 
Schweitzer et al. (1982 sqq.); Smahel et al. (1995 sqq.); 
Czacharowski (1993 sqq.); Stercken (1997 sqq.); Behringer & 
Roeck (1999).

3. Metz (1965) 29-54; Sydow (1968) 281-309; Pfeiffer (1974) 
201-26; Isenmann (1979) 9-223; Moraw (1979) 385-424; 
Fahlbusch (1983); Heinig (1983); Herborn (1983) 658-79; Isen
mann (1988); Press (1987) 9-27; Duchhardt (1999); Brady 
(1985); Schmidt (1984); Schilling (1993) 81-7, 91f.; Press 
(1985) 9-59.

4. Cf. Zeumer (1913) nr. 181, p. 317, nr. 220, p. 554 sq. (see also 
Annexe 1); Leiser (1985) 2 sq.; Isenmann (1988) 111.

5. Catholic: Aachen, Buchau, Buchhorn, Gengenbach, Kaysers- 
berg, Köln (Cologne), Oberehnheim (Obemai), Offenburg, 
Pfullendorf, Rosheim, Rottweil, Schlettstadt (Sélestat), Schwä
bisch Gmünd, Türckheim, Überlingen, Wangen, Weil der Stadt, 
Zell am Harmersbach; mixed: Augsburg, Biberach, Colmar, 
Dinkelsbühl, Hagenau, Kaufbeuren, Ravensburg. Cf. Enderle 
(1988)228-69.

6. E.g. Nostra et sacri imperii civitas, cf. Pfeiffer (1974) 201.
7. Ewer und unser rechter, natürlicher und ordentlicher herr, cf. 

Schubert (1979) 291.
8. Isenmann (1988) 109 sq.; Schilling (1993) 38-45; Johanek 

(1994) 9-25; Czoya (1999) 75-89.
9. There is no general survey of the size and number of inhabitants 

of German towns in pre-modem times. Estimations of the 
number of inhabitants for single years are to be found in Keyser 
& Stoob (1939/79). For general orientation, see Ammann 
(1956) 415-22; Isenmann (1988) 29-32; Irsigler (1983) 8Iff.; 
Johanek(1994) 11-13.

10. Again there is no general survey, cf. Leiser (1975); Wunder 
(1979) 79-91; Blessing (1979) 5; Isenmann (1988) 236-42; 
there are 2 useful maps for the south-west of the Empire in 
Schindling & Ziegler (1989/96, vol. 5) 194 resp. 214.

11. Cf. Isenmann, (1988) 231-44. Sydow (1968) 300; Schulze 
(1985).

12. For Landwehren in general cf. Kneppe (1999) with a good bib
liography; an instructive example: Kneppe (1997).

13. Cf. for the case of Lüneburg, Behr 1964.
14. Graßmann (1989) 353-470; Wunder (1979) 82 ff.
15. Luntowski et al. (1994) 92-5; as early as 1286 Dortmund had 

bought a third of the jurisdiction in this county and 1320 half of 
the territory.

16. Kießling (1979) 186 sq.; cf. in general Kießling (1989) passim; 
Engel (1993) 271-8.

17. Cf. Ennen (1972) 199-204; Stoob (19852) 153-6; Isenmann 
(1988) 29-34; Schilling (1993) 4-17.

18. Based on the map in Stoob (1985) 155.
19. For the patriciate in the German towns cf. Rössler (1968); 

Bátori (1975); Hauptmeyer (1979); Endres (1988); Isenmann 
(1988) 269-83; the latest case study: Loibl (1999); for its ori
gins in the urban ministeriality see the seminal work of K. 
Schulz (1968) and Maschke & Sydow (1973); Engel (1993) 47 
sq.; an opposing view now in Derschka (1999) 441-89; for the 
interrelation of nobility and town in general: Brunner (1956); 
Weigl (1989); Schulz (1991); Diefenbacher (1993); Zotz 
(1993); Ranft (1993); Hufschmidt (1996); Mindermann (1996); 
Johanek (1998).

20. Isenmann (1988) 98 sq.; Zotz (1993) 31 sqq.; an instructive 
example is Cologne, cf. Domsta (1973).

21. The founding of towns is to be regarded as one of the most 
powerful instruments in territory-building in the decisive period 
of the 13th-14th century, cf. Stoob (1959); Stormer (1973); 
Ehbrecht (1979); Ehbrecht (1987); Johanek (1994) especially n. 
14 and 27.

22. For the Hanseatic League see below with notes 43-7.
23. La Foire (1953); Johanek & Stoob (1996); Rothmann (1988) 

with extensive bibliography.
24. Cf. in general Aubin & Zorn (1971); Henning (19854); Kellen

benz (1986); Isenmann (1988) 357-380 with extensive bibliog
raphy.
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25. Around 1300 Attendorn was a town of about 15 ha and perhaps 
2000 inhabitants, cf. Stoob (1975 sqq.) II. 1.

26. For a general survey cf. Graßmann (1989); Irsigler (1979a); 
Pfeiffer (1971); Ammann (1970); Stark (1973); Cielak 
(1982); Kießling (1971); Kellenbenz (1980); Gottlieb (1985); 
Reinhard (1996) with extensive bibliography; Livet & Rapp 
(1981).

27. For the early modem period see the excellent survey of Rein- 
inghaus (1990); there is nothing comparable for the Middle 
Ages, and one is left with the short paragraph in Isenmann 
(1988) 341-56, cf. also Stromer (1986), Holbach (1987) and the 
map in Engel (1970) 124 sq. for the time around 1500.

28. Irsigler (1979a); Johanek (1992); Peltzer (1909); Kellenbenz 
(1970).

29. Ammann (1954); Irsigler (1979a); Prieur & Reininghaus 
(1983); Schmoller (1879); Kießling (1989) especially 213-33; 
Ammann (1958); Dascher (1968).

30. Aubin (1964); Aubin & Kunze (1940); Zimmermann (1885); 
Kießling (1989); Clasen (1981); Ammann (1953); Reininghaus 
(1990) 26-9.

31. Stromer (1978); Funk (1965); Kellenbenz (1983); Kießling 
(1989).

32. Funk (1965) 71 sqq.; Kießling (1989) 481; Irsigler (1979a) 43.
33. Furger (1927); Kirchgässner (1974); Irsigler (1979a) 45 sqq.; 

Isenmann (1988) 353-6; Holbach (1985); Holbach (1994); 
Kießling (1996).

34. Cf., e.g. for Cologne, Irsigler (1979b) especially maps 1-5.
35. Isenmann (1988), 299-335; Engel (1993), 142-72; Oexle 

(1979); Oexle (1982); Schwineköper (1985), Johanek (1993); 
Reininghaus (1981); Reininghaus (1990), 15f., 49 ff.; Puschner 
(1987); Fischer (1955).

36. cf. below “Self-government” and note 49.
37. Weber (1922) 513 sq; cf. also Ay (1993) especially 74 sqq.
38. Cf. for this term Bockholt (1987) and Johanek (1994), 14 sq. 24 

sq.
39. Cf. above “Territory” with n. 12.
40. Ammann (1955) 102 sqq.; Clemens (1993); Hoffmann (1940) 

50 sq., 140; Irsigler (1971) 370, 390 sq.
41. Cf. the account by Dollinger (1966), 401 sqq.; Graßmann (1998).
42. Cf. e.g. Press (1987) 16 sqq.; Schilling (1993) 67 sqq.
43. General works on the history of the Hanseatic League: Dol

linger 1964 (1966); Wernicke (1983); Bracker (1989); Fried
land (1991); Stoob (1995).

44. The following account is mainly based on Dollinger (1964), 
(1966).

45. Isenmann (1988) 121-7; Raabe (1971); Engel (1975); Voltmer 
(1986); Berns (1991); Puhle (1996b).

46. Stein (1913-1915); see also the list here (Appendix 2 and Fig. 
2) based on Dollinger (1966) 564 sq.; for Westphalia cf. Fahl- 
busch (1994).

47. Dollinger, (1966) 394-8; Buszello (1971); Hemann (1988).
48. Cf. in general Herborn (1983); Isenmann (1988) 131-209; 

Engel (1993) 55-116; Schilling (1993) 72-81; Stolleis (1991); 
Ehbrecht (1994); Isenmann (1997).

49. Maschke (1959); Maschke (1974) especially 40; Ehbrecht 
(1974); Blickle (1988); Isenmann (1988) 190-8; Engel (1993) 
117-41; Ehbrecht (1996); Johanek (1997); Moraw (1998).

50. Isenmann (1988) 48-50; Haase (1978); Isenberg & Scholkmann 
(1997).

51. Cf. in general Isenmann (1988) 148-52; Kirchgässner & Scholz 
(1989); two recent studies with extensive bibliography: Wiib- 
beke (1991); Wübbeke-Pflüger (1996); see also Braun (1987).

52. The most important source is Albrecht Diirer’s book on fortifi
cation (Dürer [1527]); cf. also Herrmann & Irsigler (1983); 
Eimer (1961); Stoob (1988).

53. Cf. only Isenmann (1988) 93-102, and the collected essays of 
Gerhard Dilcher which laid the foundation of our understanding 
medieval citizenship (Dilcher [1996]).

54. Ebel (1958); Isenmann (1988), 90-3; an outstanding example is 
the “Schwörtag” of Ulm, cf. Specker (1997).

55. Isenmann (1988) 100 sq.; Wenninger (1981); Schilling (1993) 
103-6; important case studies are Schnurrer (1987); Ries (1994) 
with extensive bibliography.

56. Störmann (1916) (fundamental); Isenmann (1988) 210-30; 
Schubert (1988); Hergemöller (1989).

57. Johansen & von zur Mühlen (1973); Engel (1993) 158; Schich 
1994.

58. Meier (1994); Rogge (1996); Johanek (1997) 46-50.
59. Schmidt (1958); Du Boulay (1981); Johanek (1991); Johanek 

(2000).
60. Cf. e.g. Graf (1989); Meier (1996); Meier (1998); Johanek 

(1999b).
61. Schilling (1988) 89-93; Blickle (1996); Blickle (1998).
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Zu den Anfängen der Stadtstaaten im Gebiet 
der heutigen Schweiz

Summary: The formation of Swiss city-states ( 13th- 15th centuries)

Martina Stercken

(Respondent: Peter Johanek)

Unter den spätmittelalterlichen und frühneuzeitlichen 
Städten in Europa, die Stadtstaaten geworden sind, 
nehmen die eidgenössischen eine besondere Stellung 
ein. Diese haben als mehrheitlich wenig bedeutende 
Städte in einer Randlage des spätmittelalterlichen Rei
ches Autonomie innerhalb ihrer Stadtmauern erlangt, 
haben Territorien ausgebildet und waren in ein Bünd
nissystem mit bäuerlichen Talschaften integriert, das 
sich mit Ende des 15. Jahrhunderts aus dem Reich lö
ste und 1648 als Souverän anerkannt wurde. Bern, Lu
zern, Zürich, Solothurn, Freiburg, Schaffhausen und 
Basel waren Träger dieser Entwicklung; sie übten Ter
ritorialherrschaft aus und waren gleichzeitig Bundes
genossen der Eidgenossenschaft. Stadtstaatlichkeit 
entwickelt haben aber auch Zug, das im Verein mit 
weiteren Gemeinden eidgenössischer Bundesgenosse 
war, sowie St.Gallen und Genf, die Stadtstaaten ohne 
nennenswerte Landgebiete und als sogenannte Zuge
wandte Orte lediglich einzelnen eidgenössischen 
Städten und Ländern durch Bündnisse verpflichtet 
waren. Die Verfassungsverhältnisse in den Städten, 
die herrschaftliche Vorrangstellung der Städte in ihren 
Herrschaftsgebieten wie auch das locker organisierte 
Bündnissystem von eidgenössischen Städte- und Län
derorten sowie Zugewandten Orten wurde erst mit der 
Staatsgründung im 19.Jahrhundert aufgehoben. Die 
Bundesverfassung von 1848 hat die Alte Eidgenos
senschaft dauerhaft in zentralisiertem staatliche 
Strukturen eingepasst, die Gebiete eidgenössischer 
Städte und Länder als politisch gleichwertige Kantone 
neu definiert und ihnen ehemals durch die Eidgenos
sen gemeinschaftlich beherrschte Gebiete sowie neu 
geschaffene kantonale Einheiten beigeordnet. Aber 
auch nach 1848 sind die regierenden eidgenössischen 
Städte des Alten Reiches wie auch die ihnen zuge

wandten Städte administrative und wirtschaftliche 
Zentren kantonaler Staatsgebiete geblieben. Über die 
Anfänge eidgenössischer Stadtstaaten zu schreiben, 
heisst also der Ausprägung von Städten als Gemein
wesen, ihrer Territorialbildung, aber auch den Wech
selwirkungen zwischen ihrer Entfaltung und der Aus
bildung der Eidgenossenschaft über einen langen 
Zeitraum Rechnung zu tragen. Im Rahmen einer grös
seren Untersuchung ist das komplexe und die eid
genössische Geschichte massgeblich bestimmende 
Phänomen der Stadtstaatlichkeit bislang noch nicht 
bearbeitet worden.1

Fragen um städtische Freiheiten und städtische Po
litik wurden in monographischen Stadtgeschichten 
abgehandelt; Kantonsgeschichten und Einzeluntersu
chungen zur Territorialgeschichte sind auf die Entste
hung und Ausprägung von Staatlichkeit in den einzel
nen Herrschaftsbereichen eingegangen; Gesamtdar
stellungen haben die wechselvolle Geschichte von 
Städten und Ländern der Eidgenossenschaft aufgear
beitet.2 Erst nach und nach wurde dabei das durch die 
ältere Forschung bestimmte Bild von der Überwin
dung adeliger, vor allem habsburgischer Herrschaft, 
durch die eidgenössischen Orte als Beginn einer eige
nen nationalen Geschichte und von einer durch Milde 
und Respekt gekennzeichneten Herrschaftsausübung 
der Eidgenossen einer Revision unterzogen.3 Hinge
wiesen wurde auf die komplexen Zusammenhänge, 
die zu einer Ablösung adeliger Herrschaft durch eid
genössische Städte und Länder führte.4 Neu bewertet 
wurde auch die Frage nach der Entfaltung von Reichs
unmittelbarkeit in den reichsfernen spätmittelalterli
chen Herrschaftsgefügen des Voralpengebiets.5 Über
legungen zum Stadt-Land-Verhältnis haben einen lan
ge postulierten Gegensatz zwischen Stadt und Um
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land durch Modelle der Abhängigkeit voneinander 
oder der gegenseitigen Ergänzung modifiziert und da
mit auch von der Fixierung auf die städtischen Ver
hältnisse weggeführt.6 Ebenso wurde gezeigt, wie eng 
verquickt die Herrschaftsstrukturen in der regierenden 
Stadt und in ihrem Hinterland gewesen sind.7 Fragen 
nach dem eidgenössischen Bündnissystem haben auf 
die Probleme der Integration von Städten und Ländern 
innerhalb des Gefüges der Eidgenossenschaft an der 
Schwelle zur Neuzeit aufmerksam gemacht.8 Unter
suchungen zur Geschichte ländlicher Gemeinden im 
Reformationszeitalter konnten die Vorstellungen von 
den Folgen der Herrschaftsintensivierung in den ein
zelnen Herrschaftsgebieten differenzieren.9 Wenn
gleich all diese Ansätze wesentlich zu einem neuen 
Verständnis der Herrschaft städtischer Eidgenossen 
und zugewandter Orte beitragen, so stellen sie doch 
bislang eher Schlaglichter auf eine Problemstellung 
dar, die es erst eigens und eingehend zu untersuchen 
gilt. Die folgenden Überlegungen versuchen einige 
vergleichende Beobachtungen zur Genese von Stadt
staaten auf dem Boden der heutigen Schweiz zusam
menzutragen und werden sich dabei auf die vorrefor
matorische Zeit beschränken.

Reichsstädte?
Eine Stadtstaatkultur im Gebiet der heutigen Schweiz 
hat sich erst seit dem 14. Jahrhundert, also seit einer 
Zeit entwickelt, in welcher der Urbanisierungsprozess 
weitgehend abgeschlossen war. Träger dieser Ent
wicklung waren in der Hauptsache älteste und an 
wichtigen Verkehrsachsen gelegene Städte wie Zü
rich, Solothurn, Basel und Genf, die auf römische 
Wurzeln zurückgehen, sowie Luzern, Schaffhausen 
und St.Gallen als frühe Marktorte. Stadtstaaten sind 
aber nicht nur diese Mutterstädte des schweizerischen 
Städtewesens geworden, sondern mit Freiburg im 
Üchtland und Bem auch Städte einer ersten Genera
tion von Städtegründungen des Adels sowie Zug, das 
zu der grossen Zahl von Gründungen zählt, die im 13. 
Jahrhundert die Städtelandschaft im Voralpenraum 
verdichtet haben. Wenngleich offensichtlich an über
regionalen Verkehrswegen entstandene Städte in ihrer 
Entwicklung bevorteilt waren, so sind es dennoch 
nicht nur diese, die Stadtstaatlichkeit entfaltet haben, 
sondern ebenso als Grossburgen zur Sicherung einer 
adeligen Landesherrschaft angelegte Städte. Zu fra
gen ist also nach den spezifischen Voraussetzungen 
und Bedingungen der Entstehung städtischer Autono
mie.

Die ältere Forschung hat die Unterstellung von 

Städten unter König und Reich als Signal für eine Be
freiung von der Stadtherrschaft und eine eigenstän
dige Politik bewertet. Mit dem Aussterben der Herzö
ge von Zähringen 1218 seien etwa das durch diese auf 
Reichsboden gegründete Bem wie auch Solothurn. 
Zürich und Schaffhausen, wo die zähringischen Her
zöge die Reichsvogtei über Stifte und Klöster verwal
tet hatten, quasi schlagartig zur Reichsstadt gewor
den.10 Ebenso hat man die Schutzherrschaft von Kö
nig und Reich über eine grosse Anzahl von kleinen 
habsburgischen Städten 1415 - Folge des Konfliktes 
zwischen ihrer Herrschaft, dem habsburgisch-öster
reichischen Herzog Friedrich IV, und König Sigmund 
- als Erhebung zur Reichsstadt verstanden.11 Derarti
ge Reichsstadterhebungen müssen jedoch mit jünge
ren Beiträgen zu den Termini “Reichsstadt” und “freie 
Stadt” neu reflektiert werden. Diese haben dargelegt, 
wie problematisch es ist, die spätmittelalterlich-früh
neuzeitlich geprägten Bezeichnungen anzuwenden 
und wie uneinheitlich der zeitgenössische Gebrauch 
der Begrifflichkeit gewesen ist.12 Sie haben schliess
lich gezeigt, dass eine Reichsstadt “das Ergebnis eines 
längeren, im einzelnen sehr uneinheitlichen Entwick
lungsprozesses” und damit letztlich das Endresultat 
der Emanzipation einer Königsstadt von ihrem könig
lichen Stadtherrn darstellt.13

Die Entwicklung zu einer selbstbestimmten, König 
und Reich unterstellten Stadt haben die Städte in un
terschiedlichen Bahnen durchlaufen. Bern entwickelte 
sich unter der Stadtherrschaft des Königs beziehungs
weise seiner Vertreter im Spannungsfeld zwischen 
Habsburg und Savoyen.14 Keinesfalls kontinuierlich, 
sondern vielmehr eher in den politisch brisanten Si
tuationen des ausgehenden 14. Jahrhunderts konnte 
die bei ihrer Gründung bereits mit einem Katalog von 
städtischen Vorrechten ausgestattete Stadt königliche 
Privilegienbestätigungen erlangen. Ungleich weniger 
erfolgreich als Bern war Solothurn bei der Fixierung 
bürgerlicher Freiheiten durch das Königtum, anschei
nend da hier das St.Ursus- und St.Viktor-Stift An
sprüche auf königliche Herrschaftsrechte in der Stadt 
erhob.15 Entsprechend verlief auch die Ausbildung 
des Gemeinwesens in Bern und Solothurn in unter
schiedlicher Weise. In Bern repräsentierte bereits seit 
den dreissiger Jahren des 13. Jahrhunderts ein Rat die 
Bürgerschaft. Dieser war um die Jahrhundertmitte ein 
differenziertes Verwaltungsorgan, und nahm um die 
Wende zum 14. Jahrhundert die vorher vom Reich her 
besorgte Schultheissenwahl wahr. Solothurn dagegen 
konnte erst um die Mitte des 14. Jahrhunderts die Be
setzung des Schultheissenamtes unter seine Gewalt 
bringen und erhielt 1401 die gerichtliche Unabhängig



Reichsstadt, eidgenössischer Ort, städtische Territorialherrschaft 323

keit verbrieft, Rechte, die Bern bereits im letzten Vier
tel des 13. Jahrhunderts für sich reklamieren konnte. 
Anders als in Solothurn, wo sich um die Mitte des 14. 
Jahrhunderts Zünfte als politische Kraft bildeten und 
den neben dem alten neu eingerichteten “jungen” Rat 
bestimmten, behaupteten stadtadelige Geschlechter in 
Bern auf Dauer ihre Führungsrolle in der Bürger
schaft.

Auch Zürich hatte nach 1218 seine Position inner
halb neuer Herrschaftsverhältnisse erst auszufüllen. 
Hier wirkte sich das Ende der zähringischen Herr
schaft augenscheinlich unmittelbar auf die Ausbil
dung des Gemeinwesens aus.16 Das Bestehen eines 
Rates in Zürich wird um 1220 datiert, 1252 tagte er in 
einem Rathaus; nach 1336 und 1498 wurde ein zünf
tig bestimmtes Stadtregiment etabliert und zementiert. 
Seit der zweiten Hälfte des 13. Jahrhunderts trat der 
Rat faktisch in wesentliche, eigentlich der Stadt- und 
Grundherrin, der Äbtissin des Fraumünsters, zuste
hende Rechte ein. Zeitweilig behindert durch herr
schaftliche Interessen Habsburgs konnte die Stadt ihre 
Macht innerhalb der Mauern ausbauen und erhielt 
vom König wichtige Rechte verbrieft, die die Selbst
verwaltung des Gemeinwesens und die Stadtwirt
schaft stärkten. Erst 1400 erwarb sie das Privileg, den 
Reichsvogt, der im Namen des königlichen Stadtherrn 
Recht sprach, selbst zu bestimmen.17 Schaffhausen 
dagegen konnte seinen besonderen Status nicht konti
nuierlich aktualisieren.18 Zwar besass es bereits seit 
der Mitte des 13. Jahrhunderts eine Ratsverfassung, 
die seit der Mitte des 14. Jahrhunderts durch Zünfte 
dominiert wurde. Zudem konnte es sich bis zum Be
ginn des 14. Jahrhunderts gegen die Ortsherrschaft, 
den Abt des Klosters Allerheiligen, durchsetzen. In 
den Jahrzehnten zwischen 1330 und 1415 jedoch stag
nierte diese Entwicklung. Denn nun machten die 
österreichischen Herzöge, die Schaffhausen als 
Reichspfand erworben hatten, herrschaftlichen Ein
fluss auf Rats- und Schultheissenwahl geltend und 
bemühten sich, einträgliche Einkünfte aus der Stadt
wirtschaft an sich zu bringen.19 Erst mit der Rückfor
derung des Reichspfands im Jahre 1415 begann 
Schaffhausens Weg zum Stadtstaat.

In Städten, in denen sich Königtum und eine starke 
Ortsgewalt die Stadtherrschaft teilten, waren die 
Chancen der Bürgerschaft, Herrschaft in der Stadt zu 
übernehmen, von vorneherein schwieriger. St.Gallen, 
das sich zusammen mit dem Kloster seit dem ausge
henden 12. Jahrhundert unter dem Schirm des Reiches 
befand, hatte sich gegen seinen dominanten geistli
chen Grund- und Stadtherrn, den Abt des Klosters, 
durchzusetzen.20 Die Stadt, für die seit 1312 ein Rat 

belegt ist, konnte erst nach 1415, als ihr König Sigis
mund wesentliche Rechte der gerichtlichen Unabhän
gigkeit und der rechtlichen Selbstbestimmung auf 
ewig verbriefte, ihren reichsunmittelbaren Status ge
genüber dem Abt erfolgreich vertreten und kaufte 
1457 die noch verbliebenen Rechte der äbtischen 
Herrschaft an der Stadt aus. Um diese Zeit manifes
tierten auch die Zünfte in St. Gallen, die seit der Mitte 
des 14. Jahrhunderts tragende Kraft in der Stadt wa
ren, ihre politische Stellung in einer Verfassungsre
form.

Basel, das 1273 durch König Rudolf von Habsburg 
unter die Vogtei des Reiches gestellt wurde, versuchte 
die zwischen König und Bischof geteilte Stadtherr
schaft zu seinen Gunsten auszunutzen, konnte aber 
erst 1386 die zuvor Habsburg verpfändete Vogtei als 
Pfand erwerben.21 Im 14. Jahrhundert operierte die 
Stadt als “freie” Stadt je nach politischem Bedürfnis 
mit den Bindungen an Bischof und Königtum und 
fühlte sich nicht verpflichtet, dem königlichen Herrn 
Huldigungseid oder Steuer zu leisten.22 Eine kommu
nale Bewegung in Basel ist zwar in der ersten Hälfte 
des 13. Jahrhunderts zu erkennen, und bereits in den 
dreissiger Jahren des 14. Jahrhunderts beherrschten 
Zünfte neben Rittern und Bürgern eine elaborierte 
Ratsverfassung, aber erst 1521 konnte die Stadt end
gültig die Beteiligung des Bischofs bei der Wahl ihres 
Rates unterbinden und sich auf diese Weise der bi
schöflichen Herrschaft entledigen. Ebenso hat das 
bürgerliche Gemeinwesen von Genf spät, nämlich 
seit dem 15. Jahrhundert, die Vorherrschaft seines 
bischöflichen Stadtherrn ablösen und im Spannungs
feld zwischen diesem und dem bischöflichen Vitztum, 
dem Grafen von Savoyen, Einfluss auf die Ämter in 
der Stadt erweitern und eine durch einzelne Ge
schlechter bestimmte, aristokratische Stadtregierung 
ausbilden können.23 Aber erst 1530 wurde Genf als 
Reichsstadt anerkannt.

Freiburg, Luzern und auch Zug, die weder der kö
niglichen Gewalt unterstellt, noch Bischofsstädte, 
sondern landesherrliche Städte waren, erlangten im 
15. Jahrhundert reichsstädtischen Status. Freiburg, 
wie Thun und Burgdorf Stadtgründung auf zähringi- 
schem Allod, war eine bewusst als Stadt angelegte 
und entsprechend mit grundlegenden Vorrechten aus
gestattete Stadt, die 1277 an die habsburgischen Lan
desherrn gelangte.24 Wohl auch aufgrund ihrer Lage 
im äussersten Westen der habsburgischen Landesherr
schaft hat die Stadt allerdings immer eine eigenstän
dige Politik gegenüber den benachbarten Mächten, 
vor allem der Stadt Bem und den Grafen von Savo
yen, verfolgt. Freiburg, das 1452 bis zu den Burgun
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derkriegen die Schutzherrschaft der Grafen von Sa
voyen angenommen hatte, wurde de facto 1474 mit 
dem Verzicht der Herzöge von Österreich auf herr
schaftliche Ansprüche aus der habsburgischen Lan- 
desherrschaft entlassen und 1478 durch König Frie
drich III. als reichsunmittelbar anerkannt. Wie für 
Freiburg ist auch in Luzern bereits um die Mitte des
13. Jahrhunderts ein Rat bezeugt, auch hier entwickel
ten die Zünfte keinen politischen Einfluss auf die 
Stadtregierung. Auch Luzern gelangte durch Kauf in 
den Besitz der Habsburger.25 Luzerns Verhältnis zur 
Herrschaft veränderte sich aber früher und nachhaltig 
seit dem letzten Viertel des 14. Jahrhunderts, als die 
Stadt die freie Schultheissenwahl reklamierte und eine 
eigenständige Territorialpolitik auf Kosten der Stadt
herrschaft zu treiben begann. Die Loslösung der Stadt 
von der habsburgischen Herrschaft und ihre territori
alpolitischen Ambitionen wurden 1415 durch die Un
terstellung unter König und Reich und königliche Pri
vilegien legitimiert. Im Gegensatz zu Freiburg und 
Luzern erfolgte die Ausgliederung Zugs aus der öster
reichischen Herrschaft um die Milte des 14. Jahrhun
derts nicht aus eigener Kraft der Stadt, sondern unter 
massivem Druck der Eidgenossen (vor allem des be
nachbarten Schwyz).26 Auch hier wurde 1415 die de 
facto bereits vollzogene Auslösung aus dem öster
reichischen Herrschaftsverband durch das Königtum 
sanktioniert.

Die Unterstellung unter König und Reich hat offen
bar die Entfaltung kommunaler Kompetenzen in den 
Waldstätten befördert.27 Inwieweit einer vergleichbare 
Prozess in den Städten stattfand, muss erst in einer de
taillierteren Untersuchung der jeweiligen örtlichen 
Verhältnisse nachgewiesen werden. Wie schon der 
Vergleich zwischen der bernischen und der solothur- 
nischen Entwicklung zeigt, konnte die Schutzherr
schaft von König und Reich offensichtlich im 13. 
Jahrhundert nicht von allen Städten in gleicher Weise 
und unmittelbar im Interesse der städtischen Gemein
de und Selbstverwaltung genutzt werden. Auch im 15. 
Jahrhundert bedeutete die königliche Stadtherrschaft 
nicht notwendig einen Entwicklungsimpuls. Zwar 
profitierten augenscheinlich Luzern und Zug davon, 
also Städte, die bereits aus den überkommenen Herr
schaftsverbänden herausgetreten oder daraus gelöst 
worden waren und dem Bund der Waldstätten zu
gehörten. Für eine Reihe weiterer habsburgisch-öster
reichischer Landstädtchen (etwa Baden, Brugg, Mel
lingen, Sursee, Bremgarten, Zofingen, Rapperswil), 
die 1415 ebenfalls ans Reich genommen worden wa
ren, wirkte sich der neue Status jedoch kaum aus. Die
se reklamierten zwar zum Teil die besondere Rechts

stellung, konnten ihre Kompetenzen erweitern und 
kamen selbst zu Herrschaft über Güter und Rechte im 
Stadtumland, wurden aber de facto und auf Dauer der 
Herrschaft eidgenössischer Städte untergeordnet.28

Der reichsstädtische Charakter der genannten Städ
te hat sich also zu unterschiedlichen Zeiten und unter 
individuellen Bedingungen ausgebildet. Tatsächlich 
Reichsstadt im spätmittelalterlich-frühneuzeitlichen 
Sinne des Wortes zu werden, hiess, sich vom Stadt
herrn, sei es dem König oder einer örtlichen geistli
chen oder weltlichen Herrschaft, durch die Übernah
me stadtherrlicher Vorrechte zu emanzipieren. Inwie
weit dies gelang, war in den Königsstädten abhängig 
davon, ob auf Stadtherrschaft aspirierende regionale 
Herrschaftsträger dauerhaft ausgeschaltet und das un
mittelbare Verhältnis zur Stadtherrschaft, der fernen, 
aber prestigeträchtigen Reichsgewalt, gestaltet und 
ausgebaut werden konnte; in den Bischofsstädten, 
Klosterstädten oder Städten einer weltlichen Landes
herrschaft hingegen konnte die Bürgerschaft diesen 
Status nur erlangen, wenn sie die Dominanz einer 
starken stadtherrlichen Ortsgewalt ablöste.29 Obschon 
alle genannten Städte reichsunmittelbar wurden, wa
ren Umstände und Zeitpunkt der Unterstellung unter 
König und Reich offensichtlich ein entscheidendes 
Kriterium für die Bedeutung und Anerkennung als 
Reichsstadt im ausgehenden Mittelalter und in der 
frühen Neuzeit. Davon zeugt jedenfalls der Umstand, 
dass auf die Reichstage im 15. Jahrhundert neben dem 
Land Schwyz lediglich die Städte Zürich, Bern, Lu
zern, Solothurn und Basel eingeladen wurden.30

Städte und Eidgenossenschaft
Welche Bedeutung die Bündnisse mit den Waldstätten 
für die Städte und ihre Ausprägung als Stadtstaaten 
hatten, lässt sich nicht in einem Satz erfassen. Luzern 
(1332), Zürich (1351), Bern (1353) und auch Zug 
(1352) traten bereits im 14. Jahrhundert dem Bündnis 
der Waldstätten bei; Solothurn (1481/ Vollmitglied 
1502), Freiburg (1481/ Vollmitglied 1502), Basel 
(1501) und Schaffhausen (1501) wurden hingegen 
erst gegen Ende des 15. und zu Beginn des 16. Jahr
hunderts Bundesgenossen31; und auch die ewigen Ver
träge mit einzelnen eidgenössischen Orten, die den 
Status von St.Gallen und Genf als zugewandte Orte fi
xierten, wurden im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert abge
schlossen.32 Nicht nur erfolgte der Beitritt von Städten 
zur Eidgenossenschaft in unterschiedlichen Phasen 
der eigenen Entwicklung, sondern auch in verschiede
nen Abschnitten eidgenössischer Geschichte.
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Städte wie Luzern, Zürich, Bern und Zug schlossen 
sich einem noch jungen Bündnissystem an, das neben 
einer Vielfalt von Friedenseinungen und Hilfsbünd
nissen mit Adeligen und anderen Städten bestand. Der 
Bund Luzerns mit den benachbarten Waldstätten war 
mit einem Machtwechsel innerhalb der städtischen 
Führungsschicht verbunden und verhalf der Stadt 
letztlich zu neuem Selbstbewusstsein, änderte aber 
zunächst nichts an seinem Zustand als habsburgisch
österreichische Landstadt.33 Der Berner Vertrag mit 
der Eidgenossenschaft von 1353 wird heute nicht 
mehr allein als politische Massnahme gewertet, um 
die Stadt aus der Umklammerung Habsburg-Öster
reichs zu lösen, sondern als Bestandteil einer eigen
ständigen Politik zwischen seinen burgundischen Ver
bündeten, Savoyen, Österreich und den Waldstätten 
gesehen, die es Bern erlaubte, “seine Territorialpolitik 
weiterzuführen und zu intensivieren”.34 Wie für ande
re Städte begann offenbar auch für Bern erst mit der 
Eskalation der Gewalt zwischen den österreichischen 
Herzögen und den Eidgenossen eine Ausrichtung der 
Politik auf die Eidgenossenschaft.

Für die neuen städtischen Partner der Eidgenossen
schaft im 15. oder gar 16. Jahrhundert dagegen stellte 
die Eidgenossenschaft bereits ein militärisch erfolg
reiches, sich verfestigendes politisches System dar.35 
Militärische Siege und die gemeinsame Eroberung 
des Aargaus, Thurgaus und alpiner Südtäler trugen zu 
einer Identifikation einzelner Bundesgenossen mit der 
Eidgenossenschaft insgesamt bei und postulierten 
eine eidgenössische Verwaltungstruktur.36 Mit Kon
sultationen und Schiedsgerichten formten sich bereits 
um die Mitte des 14. Jahrhunderts Ansätze einer Bun
desorganisation, die aber nie in einer übergreifenden, 
gemeinschaftlichen Bundesurkunde konfirmiert wur
de.37 Erst um die Wende zum 15. Jahrhundert wurden 
Treffen eidgenössischer Abgesandter, die Tagsatzun
gen, als einzige Form einer hündischen Verfassung 
sukzessive institutionalisiert, trat die Eidgenossen
schaft gemeinschaftlich als Gegenüber in Verhandlun
gen auf und traf Vereinbarungen zur Gerichtshoheit in 
eidgenössischen Herrschaftsgebieten, zur Aufrechter
haltung des Landfriedens und zur Kriegführung. Ver
träge zwischen Städten und Ländern der Eidgenossen
schaft stärkten das Bündnis, hatten aber auch unter
schiedliche Interessenlagen von Städten und Ländern 
und städtisches Hegemonialstreben deutlich werden 
lassen. Im Stanser Verkommnis von 1481 etwa wurde 
einerseits die alleinige Befugnisgewalt der Eidgenos
sen über Krieg und Frieden und andere aussenpoliti
sche Belange sowie andererseits die herrschaftliche 
Gewalt der Orte innerhalb ihrer Herrschaftsräume 

festgeschrieben. Es diente also nicht nur allgemeinen 
Bündnisinteressen, sondern in besonderem Masse 
auch der städtischen Landesherrschaft.38 Erst aber die 
Kriege gegen die Expansionsbestrebungen des Her
zogs von Burgund 1499 setzten eine Ablösung der 
Eidgenossenschaft vom Reich in Gang, die 1648 mit 
der Anerkennung der eidgenössischen Souveränität 
sanktioniert wurde.39

Für Solothurn und Freiburg also bedeutete der Beitritt 
zum eidgenössischen Bund den Anschluss an ein be
reits verfestigtes Bündnissystem, das ihre Bindungen 
an Bern überlagerte und ihre Machtstellung im städti
schen Hinterland verstärkte. Basel hingegen, das bis
her auf die Bünde oberrheinischer und elsässischer 
Reichstädte orientiert war, richtete mit der Aufnahme 
in die Eidgenossenschaft sein politisches Bezugsfeld 
neu aus.40 Durch die Bündnisse mit St.Gallen und 
Genf wurde nicht nur die Einflusssphäre der Eidge
nossenschaft im Osten und im Westen erweitert, son
dern auch die Position der Städte gegenüber der über
kommenen geistlichen Stadtherrschaft gestärkt. Diese 
hatte ihrerseits Bündnisse mit den Eidgenossen ge
schlossen: der Abt von St. Gallen (1451) ein ewiges 
Land- und Burgrecht mit den Städten Zürich und Lu
zern sowie den Ländern Schwyz und Glarus, der Bi
schof von Basel eine Reihe von Bündnissen, von de
nen dasjenige mit den katholischen Orten von 1579 
immer wieder erneuert wurde.

Städtische Territorienbildung
Das Standardwerk zur “territorialen Entwicklung der 
Schweizerischen Eidgenossenschaft«, erweckt auf 
den ersten Blick den Eindruck, als sei der eidgenössi
sche Bund im 13. Jahrhundert bereits in seiner neu
zeitlichen Ausprägung angelegt und als wären die vie
len Erwerbungen zwischen 1291 und 1797 Massnah
men zur Erweiterung und Verdichtung eines eidgenös
sischen Herrschaftsraumes gewesen, der sich primär 
innerhalb natürlicher Grenzen, des Rheinlaufs, des Ju
ras und des Alpenkamms, ausgebildet hat.41 Zwar 
kann man seit dem ausgehenden 14. Jahrhundert ein 
steigendes Gemeinschaftsbewusstssein der Eidgenos
sen feststellen, die seit der Mitte des 14. Jahrhundert 
einsetzende gezielte Territorialbildung zeugt aber in 
erster Linie vom herrschaftlichen Interesse einzelner 
territorialer Gewalten und vor allem der Städte. Diese 
sind es, die adelige Landesherren in ihrer Herrschaft 
ablösten, während die Länder im Alpenraum in ver
gleichsweise geringem Ausmass territorialpolitische
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Abb. 1. Die Eidgenossenschaft am Ende des 14. Jahrhunderts aus: Gmür, Rudolf, Die Städte in der schweizerischen Verfassungsgeschichte 
von 1798 bis 1848, in: Städteordnungen des 19. Jahrhunderts. Beiträge zur Kommunalgeschichte Mittel- und Westeuropas, hrsg. v. Helmut 
Naumin (Städteforschung A 19), Köln: Wien 1984, S. 46-102, hier S. 49.

Bestrebungen ausserhalb ihrer Talschaften erkennen 
lassen.42

Die Städte, die ihre Bevölkerung aus dem Hinter
land rekrutierten und mit der Stadtwerdung und dem 
Stadtwachstum räumlich ausgriffen, wurden zwischen 
dem ausgehenden 11. und dem 15. Jahrhundert befe
stigt und damit sichtbar aus dem Umland ausge
grenzt.43 Seit dem 14. Jahrhundert jedoch begannen 
sie gezielt ausserhalb ihrer Stadtmauern Herrschaft zu 
entfalten. Die Grösse und damit auch in gewissen 
Masse die Bedeutung der Städte war dafür offenbar 
nicht massgeblich. Basel, das für das ausgehende Mit
telalter und die frühe Neuzeit als Grossstadt mit knapp 
10,000 Einwohnern eingestuft wird, erwarb ein Terri
torium ebenso wie die grösseren Mittelstädte Bern, 
Zürich und Freiburg mit einer Bevölkerungszahl zwi
schen 5000 und 7000 Einwohnern, Luzern und 
Schaffhausen mit jeweils 3000 und 5000 Einwohnern 
oder Solothurn, das mit einer Einwohnerzahl von un
ter 2000 Personen zu den Kleinstädten des Voral
penlandes gezählt wird.44

Der Erfolg einer städtischen Territorialpolitik kor
relierte offenbar mit ihrem frühen Beginn45 (vgl. Abb. 
1). Bem, das bereits vor der Mitte des 14. Jahrhun
derts begann, seine Herrschaft auszubauen, verfügte 
am Ende des Territorialisierungsprozesses nicht nur 
im Vergleich mit den eidgenössischen, sondern auch 
mit anderen Städten des Deutschen Reiches mit über 
7000 km2 über das ausgedehnteste Herrschaftsge
biet.46 Dieses nahm einen weiten Raum zwischen 
Aare und Alpenraum ein, reichte in seiner westlichen 
Erstreckung seit dem 16. Jahrhundert (mit der Erobe
rung der bis dahin savoyischen Waadt) bis an den 
Genfersee und schloss damit das wesentlich kleinere 
Gebiet der Stadt Freiburg ein, das vor allem im 15. 
Jahrhundert längs des Saane-Laufs ausgebildet wurde. 
Zürich, Solothurn und Luzern, die jeweils seit der 
zweiten Hälfte des 14. Jahrhunderts eine gezielte Ter
ritorialpolitik betrieben, kamen zu ansehnlichen Herr
schaftsgebieten. Luzern am Ausfluss der Reuss aus 
dem Vierwaldstättersee erwarb ein Territorium im 
Westen der Stadt. Zürichs Herrschaftsgebiet entstand 
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beidseitig von Stadt und See und erstreckte sich im 
Norden teilweise bis an den Rhein. Solothurn baute 
seine Herrschaft hauptsächlich im 14. und 15. Jahr
hundert längs der Aare aus. Die Ausdehnung und 
mangelnde Geschlossenheit des Solothurner Herr
schaftsraum zeigt jedoch bereits an, dass die Territori
alpolitik der Städte offenbar nicht ohne Konkurrenz 
erfolgte.47

Die Herrschaftsambitionen einiger Städte wurden 
von vomeherein durch mächtigere Territorialgewalten 
behindert. Zug etwa lag im Einflussbereich der 
Schwyzer, Zürcher und Luzerner, die Einfluss auf die 
Entwicklung der Stadt und ihr Verhältnis zu den mit 
ihr zum Stand Zug verbundenen Landgemeinden zu 
nehmen suchten.48 Desgleichen hatten Städte, die erst 
spät ihre geistliche Stadtherrschaft abschütteln konn
ten, nur geringe Chancen der Herrschaftsbildung au
sserhalb der Stadtmauern. Während St. Gallens terri
torialpolitische Ansprüche an die Grenzen der stadt
herrlichen Territorialherrschaft stiessen,49 konnte Ba
sel unter anderem die prekäre finanzielle Situation 
seines bischöflichen Stadtherrn im 15. Jahrhundert 
nutzen und einen Brückenkopf am Rhein sowie Besit
zungen mehrheitlich südöstlich des Rheins erwer
ben.50 Wie Basel nahm auch Schaffhausen eine peri
phere Lage innerhalb seines Besitzes ein, denn es ku
mulierte im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert seine Besitzun
gen fast ausschliesslich auf der rechten Seite des 
Rheins.51

Die Herrschaftsbildung der einzelnen Städte in 
ihrem jeweiligen Hinterland kollidierte spätestens im 
15. Jahrhundert mit den Interessen anderer Städte 
oder auch Länder. Territorialpolitische Konkurrenzsi
tuationen entzündeten sich vor allem in den Regionen, 
die von wichtigen Handelswegen durchzogen wurden 
und daher Kontrolle über den Handelsverkehr und da
mit auch finanziellen Gewinn versprachen.Wurde So
lothurns Territorialpolitik an der Aare durch das 
mächtige Bem oder im Norden, an überregionalen 
Handelsstrassen, durch die finanzkräftigen Basler be
grenzt, so war es die Stadt Zürich, die eine Ausdeh
nung des Schaffhausischen Machtbereichs über den 
Rhein hinaus behinderte.52 Konflikte zwischen einzel
nen eidgenössischen Städten und Ländern spalteten 
zeitweilig das Bündnissystem. Nachhaltige Folgen 
etwa hatten die latenten Rivalitäten zwischen der 
Stadt Zürich und dem Land Schwyz um die Vorherr
schaft an den Verkehrswegen zwischen Zürichseege
biet und Bündnerpässen. In den dreissiger Jahren des 
15. Jahrhunderts mündeten diese im Streit um das 
Erbe des letzten Grafen von Toggenburg, der im soge
nannten Alten Zürichkrieg gipfelte.53

Stufen städtischer Raumerfassung
Abgesehen von den gemeinschaftlichen Eroberungen 
eidgenössischer Orte im 15. Jahrhundert und der Ein
nahme der Waadt durch Bern im 16. Jahrhundert voll
zog sich die Territorialbildung der Städte auf friedli
che Weise über den Erwerb einer Vielzahl von unter
schiedlichen Herrschaftsrechten. Begünstigt wurde 
der Ausbau städtischer Herrschaft durch einen schlei
chenden Verlust an adeliger Machtstellung auf dem 
Lande. Dieser lag in krisenhaften Veränderungen der 
ländlichen Lebensgrundlagen des Adels, aber auch in 
neuen Bedingungen der Herrschaftsausübung begrün
det.54 In den kriegerischen Zeiten des ausgehenden 14. 
Jahrhunderts konnten die mächtigsten Landesherrn in 
den Gebieten zwischen Rhein, Bodensee und Alpen, 
die österreichischen Herzöge, immer weniger den 
Frieden garantieren. Adelige, aber auch Kleinstädte 
und Bauern begannen Burgrechte und Ausburgerver
träge mit benachbarten Städten einzugehen.55 Diese 
versprachen den Landsässigen städtischen Schutz und 
der Stadt Einkünfte, Unterstützung bei Kriegszügen 
und den Zugriff auf Adelsburgen im Stadtumland. Sie 
etablierten also neue Schirmverhältnisse und führten 
de facto zu einer Auflockerung der alten Herrschafts
beziehungen.

Um die Wende zum 15. Jahrhundert veränderten 
sich auch die Bedingungen adeliger Finanzpolitik. So 
konnten etwa die österreichischen Herzöge, die Herr
schaftsrechte gezielt zur kurzfristigen Geldbeschaf
fung verpfändet hatten, diese Einnahmequelle nicht 
länger positiv nutzen. Mit der Vergabe von Pfändern 
an aufsteigende, herrschaftsambitionierte und vor al
lem kapitalkräftige Pfandnehmer - darunter vor allem 
Städte - wurde nämlich der herrschaftliche Zugriff 
darauf immer schwieriger und schliesslich gänzlich 
unmöglich.56 Zudem schwächten die Kriegserfolge 
der Eidgenossen seit der zweiten Hälfte des 14. Jahr
hunderts die Position des Adels und begünstigten die 
städtische Territorialbildung.57

Wie neuere Untersuchungen zur Territorialpolitik 
eidgenössischer und auch anderer Reichsstädte im 
spätmittelalterlichen Reich gezeigt haben, vollzog 
sich das Ausgreifen der Städte in die Landschaft nicht 
einfach als sukzessive Übernahme von Herrschafts
rechten geistlicher und weltlicher Herrschaftsträger 
durch die Stadt als Ganzes, sondern als mehrstufige 
Aneignung verschiedenster Herrschaftstitel durch 
Bürger, kirchliche oder auch städtische Institutionen 
und schliesslich die Stadt selbst, die bereits bestehen
de wirtschaftliche Beziehungen zwischen Stadt und 
Land herrschaftlich überformte.58 Zürich etwa nahm 
zunächst das Gebiet unmittelbar ausserhalb der Mau
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ern in Besitz; Erwerbungen im städtischen Hinterland 
tätigten zunächst ritterliche und seit dem ausgehenden
14. Jahrhundert auch nicht-adelige Bürger sowie Stif
te und dann erst, zunächst eher zufällig und spora
disch die Stadt selbst, die zum Teil die Gerichtsherr
schaften stadtadeliger Herren in Stadtnähe und vor al
lem entlang des Zürichsees aufkaufte.59 Eine bewusste 
Territorialpolitik - hauptsächlich zuungunsten der 
habsburgischen Herrschaft - verfolgte Zürich erst in 
der zweiten Hälfte des 14. Jahrhunderts. Diese Peri
ode ist gekennzeichnet durch eine grosse Zahl von 
Burgrechtsverträgen der Stadt mit Adeligen, geistli
chen Instituten und der bäuerlichen Bevölkerung im 
Stadtumland sowie darüber hinaus vor allem durch 
Pfandnahme oder Kauf von Vogteien und Gerichts
herrschaften, mit denen die Hoheit über Steuern und 
Mannschaft der Landbevölkerung im Kriegsfall ver
bunden war. Im 15. Jahrhundert wurde der Zürcher 
Besitz schliesslich verdichtet, die Verwaltung ausge
baut und vereinheitlicht, und während der Reforma
tionszeit kam es zu einer weiteren Intensivierung der 
städtischen Herrschaftsausübung.

Die Frage nach den Motiven der Städte, territorial
politische Zielsetzungen zu verfolgen, ist bislang 
nicht befriedigend geklärt worden.60 An den Zürcher 
Verhältnissen hat sich die Vorstellung festgemacht, 
dass zumindest in der Frühzeit der Territorialbildung 
weniger wirtschaftliche Interessen am Schutz der 
Handelsstrassen Auslöser einer städtischen Territori
alpolitik gewesen seien, als vielmehr herrschaftliche 
Ambitionen.61 Erst für eine spätere Phase, nämlich 
seit Ende des 14. Jahrhunderts sei der Strassenschutz 
Motiv einer Landgebietspolitik Zürichs gewesen und 
erst im 15. Jahrhundert, mit einer Ausprägung der 
Verwaltung auf der Landschaft und gesetzlichen Re
gelungen von Wirtschaftsabläufen zwischen Stadt und 
Land, seien wirtschaftspolitische Interessen erkenn
bar. Dass machtpolitische Bestrebungen der Stadt be
reits in der zweiten Hälfte des 14. und zu Beginn des
15. Jahrhunderts zu einer aktiven Territorialpolitik 
führten, ist bezweifelt worden. Die augenscheinlich 
steigende Zahl an Burgrechts Verträgen Zürichs mit 
Adel und Bauern sei vor allem vom Interesse der Leu
te im Zürcher Hinterland her zu interpretieren, in den 
unfriedlichen Zeiten ein Schutzverhältnis mit der 
Stadt einzugehen, und habe geradezu eine “Verstädte
rungspolitik des Landes” eingeleitet.62 Auf diese Wei
se sei Zürich auf der Landschaft eine Art Steuer- und 
Militärhoheit zugewachsen, die “keines starken öko
nomischen Rückhalts” bedurft habe. Der Erwerb von 
Vogteien sei zudem wesentlich kostengünstiger gewe
sen als derjenige von Grundherrschaften, der Grund

stein der Territorialbildung oberschwäbischer Städte 
war.63 Es steht jedoch noch genauer und vergleichend 
zu untersuchen aus, wann welche Beweggründe die 
einzelnen Städte antrieben, in die Landschaft auszu
greifen, welchen Einsatz sie dafür leisteten, inwie
weit die soziale Zusammensetzung der städtischen 
Führungsschicht die Zielvorgaben einer Territorialpo
litik beeinflussten oder auch, welchen wirtschaftli
chen Interessen die Aneignung des städtischen Hinter
landes diente.

Auffällig jedenfalls erscheint, dass der Beginn städ
tischer Territorialpolitik jeweils in eine Periode wirt
schaftlichen Aufschwungs fiel. Die positive Konjunk
tur in den Städten, die allgemein für die Jahre zwi
schen 1350 und 1450 angenommen wird, lässt sich ei
nerseits aus Krisensituationen der Landwirtschaft er
klären, sie geht andererseits auf individuelle Entwick
lungen in den einzelnen Städten zurück und präsen
tiert sich daher inhaltlich und zeitlich verschieden.64 
Begründet wird die Verlagerung der Prosperität vom 
Land auf die Stadt mit den Pestzügen und Klimaver
schlechterungen, die einen Rückgang der Bevölke
rung, Fehlemten, Landflucht, eine Überproduktion im 
Getreidebau und eine Stagnation der Getreidepreise 
verursachte.65 Während diese Entwicklungen Bauern 
und ihre Herrschaft in eine ökonomische Krise stürz
ten, konnten die Bürger davon profitieren. Sie waren 
in der Lage, Kreditgeschäfte mit Adel und Bauern 
einzugehen, erwarben Rechte und Besitzungen im 
Stadtumland.66 Der wirtschaftliche Aufstieg der Städ
te ist aber auch im Zusammenhang mit dem Ausbau 
wirtschaftlicher Exportgewerbe, vor allem der Tuch
produktion in Freiburg, Zürich oder - zeitversetzt - 
auch in St. Gallen zu sehen. Er spiegelt sich in der 
grossen Zeit der Genfer Messen ebenso wider wie in 
der Gründung einer Femhandelsgesellschaft durch die 
Berner Familie Diesbach und die St. Galier Familie 
Watt in der ersten Hälfte des 15. Jahrhunderts.67

Die Zusammenhänge von Territorialbildung und 
spezifischer Ausprägung der städtischen Wirtschaft 
sind noch nicht eingehend erforscht. Jedoch scheint es 
deutlich, dass bedeutender Landerwerb im 15. Jahr
hundert, der “unter anderem ein bedeutendes Reser
voir an Kriegstruppen, ein manipulierbares grosses 
Absatzgebiet für die städtische Gewerbeproduktion, 
eine sichere Lebensmittelzufuhr, ein grosses Steuer
substrat und einträgliche Verwaltungsämter für An
gehörige der führenden Schicht”68 mit sich brachte, 
ein wesentlicher Faktor für den Rückzug von Städten 
aus dem Femhandel gewesen ist.69 Während Berner 
und Zürcher, deren Herrschaftsgebiete gross und be
völkerungsreich waren, sich sukzessive aus dem Fern
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handel zurückzogen, blieb dieser in Basel, das spät ein 
vergleichsweise kleines Territorium erwarb, auch wei
terhin eine wesentliche Erwerbsquelle.70 Territorial
politische Massnahmen und eine verstärkte kommu
nale Aufsicht über die städtische Wirtschaft stehen of
fenbar in einem Zusammenhang. Darauf deutet jeden
falls der Umstand hin, dass Luzern seine Herrschaft 
über Vogteien und Ämter nach 1380 errichtete und 
gleichzeitig begann, sich in den Besitz “öffentlicher 
Dienstleistungen” wie der Verkaufsstände für Fleisch, 
Brot und Leder oder die Waage zu setzen.71

In Überlegungen um die Beweggründe herrschaftli
cher Ambitionen des Bürgertums ist auch der Wandel 
innerhalb der städtischen Führungsschicht einzube
ziehen. Die Zusammensetzung des im 14. Jahrhundert 
überall etablierten Kleinen Rates (20-50 Mitglieder) 
als Exekutive und des Grossen Rats (50-200 Mitglie
der), der als Vertretung der Bürgerschaft entschied 
und durch Kooptation ergänzt wurde, veränderte sich. 
Politische Umwälzungen wie etwa die Zürcher Zunft
revolution, die Kriegszüge der Eidgenossen sowie 
Seuchen und letztlich auch die Reformation brachten 
einen erheblichen Wechsel innerhalb der ratstragen
den Familien. Die überkommene, adelige, an geistli
chen und weltlichen Landesherrn orientierte Schicht 
wurde durch neu aufstrebende Bürgergeschlechter ab
gelöst. Allerdings geschah dies in den im Osten unse
res Untersuchungsraums gelegenen Städten durch
greifender als im burgundischen Raum72. Die neue 
Aufsteigerschicht hatte sich offenbar nicht nur durch 
ökonomischen Erfolg, sondern auch durch politisches 
und militärisches Engagement in den Kriegen seit 
Ende des 14. Jahrhunderts hervorgetan und entwickel
te nun “immer deutlichere Züge eines familiären und 
ständischen Selbstbewusstseins”.73 Sie stellte zu
nächst aber noch eine offene, sich immer wieder er
neuernde Gruppe dar. In Zürich repräsentierte der Rat 
zwischen dem ausgehenden 14. und Ende des 15. 
Jahrhunderts zwar die Bürgerschaft, war aber tatsäch
lich eine oligarchische Herrschaft von reichen Bür
gern.74 Wie für Bem gezeigt worden ist, waren jedoch 
nach festen Mustern funktionierende Beziehungsfor
men unter den Bürgern der Führungsschicht um 1500 
noch nicht verfestigt.75

Besitz und Rechte von Bürgern oder der Stadt aus
serhalb der Stadtmauern wurde schliesslich auch 
durch Privilegierung gefördert und legitimiert. Eine 
Voraussetzung für die Ausweitung bürgerlicher Macht 
kann man in der Lehnsfähigkeit der Bürger erkennen. 
Dieses ursprünglich dem Adel vorbehaltene Recht ist 
im 13. Jahrhundert auch in den Landstädten nach
weisbar.76 Ferner lässt sich zeigen, dass die städtische 

Territorialpolitik in der zweiten Hälfte des 14. Jahr
hunderts zum Teil von Konfliktsituationen zwischen 
Königtum und Landesherren im städtischen Umland 
profitierte: Zürichs Ankäufe von Vogteien und seine 
Ausburger- und Burgrechtspolitik wurde durch den 
König bestätigt und erweitert, nicht zuletzt um dem 
wachsenden Einfluss des österreichischen Herzogs im 
Südwesten des Reiches Einhalt zu gebieten.77 In der
selben Zeitspanne und in vergleichbarer Weise erfuh
ren auch die territorialpolitischen Absichten der Stadt 
Bern königliche Unterstützung.75

Herrschaftliche Durchdringung des Landes
Die städtische Verwaltung von Herrschaft im Stadt
umland stützte sich auf ältere Verwaltungseinheiten. 
Zürich etwa baute seine Landesherrschaft auf der 
Gliederung der habsburgisch-österreichischen Lan
desverwaltung in Vogteien auf.79 Nicht übernommen 
wurden überall die unter adeliger Herrschaft ausgebil
deten Formen landschaftlicher Identität und Reprä
sentation. Ansätze einer ständischen Verfassung unter 
habsburgischer Landesherrschaft verschwanden unter 
der Herrschaft der Städte; eine landständisch-korpora
tive Vertretung im Waadtland bestand lediglich bis zu 
ihrem Übergang aus savoyischem in den Besitz der 
Stadt Bem im 16. Jahrhundert.80 Allein in Territorien 
des Adels und der Geistlichkeit, im (Fürst-) Bistum 
Basel und der Grafschaft (dem Fürstentum) Neuen
burg, wurde die Mitsprache ständischer Gruppierun
gen im Herrschaftsgebiet in wesentlichen und vor al
lem den finanziellen Belangen der Herrschaftsausü
bung festgeschrieben. In den städtischen Territorien 
jedoch ist die Kommunikation zwischen herrschender 
Stadt und beherrschtem Land vom Rat der Stadt be
stimmt worden. Dieser entsandte Vertreter, meist die 
Landvögte, die in den Gemeinden Auskünfte über die 
innen- und aussenpolitischen Probleme der Herr
schaft, Bündnisschlüsse, Kriege und zum Teil auch 
Steuererhebungen einholten.81 Solche Volksbefragun
gen sind zumindest zwischen dem 15. und der Mitte 
des 17. Jahrhunderts belegt, verloren jedoch seit der 
Mitte des 16. Jahrhunderts ihre Bedeutung als Herr
schaftskorrektiv.82

Der Aufbau einer städtischen Territorialverwaltung 
verlief Hand in Hand mit der Akkumulation von Be
sitz und Herrschaftsrechten. Er wird mit dem grossen 
Truppen- und Finanzbedarf begründet, den es in An
betracht der zahlreichen Kriegszüge im ausgehenden 
14. und 15. Jahrhundert und der Erwerbspolitik der 
Städte im Griff zu behalten galt.83 Mit dem Landes
ausbau wurde die innerstädtische Verwaltungsstruktur 
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gewissermassen auf die Herrschaftsgebiete der Stadt 
ausgedehnt und dem Rat unterstellt. In Zürich etwa 
kontrollierten Mitglieder des Kleinen Rates, also der 
städtischen Exekutive, neu erworbene Vogteien im 
unmittelbaren Stadtumland, während weit entfernt 
vom Herrschaftszentrum gelegene Herrschaftsgebiete 
durch Ober- oder Landvögte verwaltet wurden, die 
zwar ebenfalls Stadtbürger waren, aber auf einer Burg 
als Amtssitz residierten.84 Damit waren diese Verwal
tungseinheiten, abhängig von ihrer Nähe zur Stadt, in 
unterschiedlicher Art und Weise der innerstädtischen 
Verwaltung zugeordnet.85 In Luzern dagegen wurden 
letztlich sämtliche Vogteien (ab dem 15. Jahrhundert 
Landvogteien) von der städtischen Zentrale aus, von 
einem Klein- oder Grossrat, regiert.86 Die Vögte, de
ren Bestallungen erst im Laufe der Zeit reglementiert 
und standardisiert wurden, übten - unterstützt durch 
Untervögte und Ammänner vor Ort - im Namen der 
Stadt Gericht aus, zogen grund- und gerichtsherrliche 
Einkünfte ein und organisierten das Aufgebot der im 
Kriegsfall Mannschaftspflichtigen.87

Eine Verschriftlichung der Verwaltungsabläufe do
kumentiert die neue Herrschaftspraxis. In Luzern ist 
diese Entwicklung seit dem ausgehenden 14. Jahrhun
dert zu beobachten. Ab 1392 liegen Listen von Vög
ten im Ratsbuch vor;88 frühste Zeugnisse der städti
schen Finanzverwaltung sind die Steuerrödel, die aus 
den Jahren 1352 und 1389, also aus Zeiten kriegeri
scher Auseinandersetzungen mit der habsburgischen 
Herrschaft vorliegen, und nicht nur die Steuerpflichti
gen innerhalb der Stadtmauern, sondern auch auf der 
Landschaft erfassen; Abrechnungen der Vögte sind 
seit 1408 und ab 1433/34 dann regelmässig schriftlich 
niedergelegt worden. Besondere Einkünfte wurden 
ebenfalls verzeichnet; der sogenannte Böspfennig, 
eine Warenumsatzsteuer auf Wein, den auch die Lu
zerner Landschaft leisten musste, ist ab 1417 belegt; 
Schriftstücke über die jeweils örtlichen Rechtsver
hältnisse wurden bereits seit dem 14. Jahrhundert in 
der Stadt gesammelt; ein Rodel über die Ableistung 
eines Untertaneneides wurde wohl erstmals 1380 mit 
dem Anfall der Vogtei Weggis angefertigt. Mann
schaftsrödel, also Verzeichnisse der Wehrpflichtigen, 
sind für Luzern ab dem 15. Jahrhundert überliefert.

Die Etablierung einer städtischen Landeshoheit er
forderte aber nicht nur die verwaltungsmässige Erfas
sung eines Konglomerats von Rechts- und Besitzti
teln, sondern auch die Integration von Rechten und 
Besitz einzelner Rechtsträger, des Stadtadels, der Bür
ger, bürgerlicher oder kirchlicher Institutionen, in eine 
städtische Gebietsherrschaft.89 Eine Vielzahl von 
Konflikten im 15. Jahrhundert zeugen von den Mass

nahmen und dem Vorgehen der städtischen Regie
rung, vom Widerstand der Landsässigen und von un
terschiedlichen Konditionen der städtischen Herr
schaftsverwaltung in den verschiedenen Territorien. 
Zündstoff für Auseinandersetzungen bot vor allem die 
Aktivierung mit dem Vogteibesitz urspünglich ver
bundener, aber zum Teil nicht mehr beanspruchter 
Leistungen wie Steuerabgaben und Heeresfolge, die 
eine wesentliche Grundlage für den weiteren Ausbau 
städtischer Herrschaft sowie für die Kriegführung dar
stellten.90 Diese Leistungen der Landbevölkerung, de
nen in den eidgenössischen Gebieten auch Bauern un
terworfen waren, sind im 15. Jahrhundert überall zen
trale Gegenstände der Auseinandersetzung zwischen 
bäuerlicher Bevölkerung und herrschender Stadt ge
wesen.91 Denn die Bauern und sonstigen Landsässi
gen waren nicht nur wichtige Gefolgsleute der Städte 
in Kriegszügen, sondern leisteten auch einen enormen 
Beitrag am finanziellen Aufkommen des Stadt
staates.92 1467 etwa standen der Zürcher Stadtbevöl
kerung von ungefähr 4500 Personen eine Landbevöl
kerung von etwa 27,500 Personen gegenüber, die im 
Gegensatz zur städtischen Bevölkerung in der Folge
zeit weiter stark anwuchs. Sowohl in Zürich wie auch 
in Bern brachte die Einführung einer Leibsteuer sowie 
die Festlegung von Quoten eines fixierten Gesamt
steuerbetrags eine überproportionale Belastung der im 
Vergleich zu den Stadtbürgern ärmeren Landbevölke
rung mit sich.93Konflikte um die Durchsetzung von 
Interessen der herrschenden Stadt und ländlicher 
Rechtsträger ergaben sich auch mit der Unterordnung 
einer grossen Zahl ehemals landesherrlicher Klein
städte, von denen allein die Stadt Bern im 16. Jahr
hundert dreissig unter ihrer Herrschaft vereinigen 
konnte.94 Diese hatten zum Teil selbst bis ins 15. Jahr
hundert wesentliche Freiheitsrechte, eine gewisse Au
tonomie und städtische Wirtschaftsformen entwickelt 
und stellten daher den regierenden Städten eine Kon
kurrenz dar. Zwar erkannte die neue städtische Herr
schaft in der Regel beim Herrschaftsantritt zunächst- 
einmal alle Freiheits- und Vorrechte von Gemeinden 
und kleinen Städten und damit auch ihren jeweiligen 
Grad an gemeindlicher Autonomie an. Doch wurde de 
facto vor allem in den wenig als Stadt ausgeprägten 
städtischen Kleinformen sukzessive Einfluss auf die 
Verwaltung des Gemeinwesens genommen und über
all darüber hinaus zum Schutze des Gewerbes der re
gierenden Städte die wirtschaftliche Entwicklung der 
Landstädte kontrolliert und reglementiert.95 Damit 
vollzog sich letztlich eine Nivellierung von städti
schen und ländlichen Siedlungsformen im Herr
schaftsgebiet der regierenden Stadt.
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In Bem brachte der Versuch der Stadt, feudale 
Herrschaftsverhältnisse zu mediatisieren, nachhalti
gen Konfliktstoff mit sich. Im sogenannten Twing- 
herrnstreit etwa versuchten der Kleine und der Grosse 
Rat der Stadt Bern 1469/1470 das landeshoheitliche 
Interesse der Stadt an einer Verdichtung von Steuer-, 
Militär- und Gerichtsrechten im städtischen Umland, 
in den vier Landgerichten wie auch in den vielzähli- 
gen Gerichts- und Grundherrschaften, durchzuset
zen.96 Auseinandersetzungen fanden dabei nicht nur 
zwischen Stadt und Gerichtsherrn sowie Landsässi- 
gen statt, die sich einer zentralisierten städtischen 
Oberhoheit nicht unterwerfen wollten, sondern auch 
innerhalb der städtischen Führungsschicht, in Handel 
und Gewerbe reich und mächtig gewordener Bürger 
einerseits und der Twingherrn andererseits, einer 
Gruppe mit adeligem Selbstverständnis, die ebenfalls 
das Bürgerrecht besass und im Kleinen Rat sass. Zwar 
konnten die adeligen Gerichtsherrn ihre Stellung im 
Rat behaupten, doch mussten sie in der Folgezeit ihre 
Herrschaftsrechte im Namen der Stadt ausüben. Mit 
der Integration des Adels in die neuen Herrschafts
strukturen erwuchs der Stadt ein unmittelbarer Zugriff 
auf die Landbevölkerung und damit eine Erweiterung 
ihrer Machtstellung in der Landschaft, die mit der Zeit 
als Besitz der gesamten Bürgerschaft angesehen wur
de.97

Im Zürcher Herrschaftsgebiet waren die Konfliktsi
tuationen anders gelagert. Der Aufstand der Zürcher 
Landschaft im Jahre 1489 war eine Reaktion auf eine 
Vielzahl vom Massnahmen zur Konzentration städti
scher Herrschaft.98 Ebenso wie in Bem ging es vor al
lem darum, die Gerichtshoheit des Rates über alle nie
deren Gerichte und die Herrschaftsrechte der Ge
richtsherrn zu erlangen und damit die Rechtspflege in 
den Händen der Stadt zu zentrieren. Unter der 
Führung des Bürgermeisters Waldmann versuchte die 
Stadt durch Monopolisierung einzelner Wirtschafts
zweige, durch die Kontrolle von Anbau, Löhnen und 
Handel und durch die Einführung der Leibsteuer die 
Wirtschaftsbeziehungen zur Landschaft zu dominie
ren. Hier führten die straffen Massnahmen zu einem 
Aufstand von Dorfbewohnern, die sich in ihren über
kommenen Kompetenzbereichen, in Belangen ge
meindlichen Wirtschaftens und der Entscheidungs
kompetenz von Jahrgerichten, eingeschränkt sahen. 
Diese konnten eine Wiederherstellung der alten 
Rechtsordnung erreichen und zudem ihre Position ge
genüber der Herrschaft verbessern, indem sie eine 
Einschränkung der Gehorsamsverpflichtung ihres 
jährlich der Herrschaft zu leistenden Huldigungseides 
durchsetzten. Die Auseinandersetzung mit der Land

schaft, die in Zürich wie in Bern von einem Konflikt 
innerhalb der städtischen Führungsschicht begleitet 
war, eskalierte allerdings hier mit der Hinrichtung des 
Bürgermeisters.

Mit Beginn der städtischen Herrschaft über Land
gebiete stellte sich schliesslich auch die Regelung des 
Zuzugs vom Land in die Stadt als zentrales Problem 
mit Konfliktpotential dar. So notwendig die Zuwande
rung in die Städte war, sie konnte eine Entvölkerung 
der eigenen Herrschaftsgebiete bedeuten.99 Daher ver
suchten die Städte Massnahmen gegen eine bäuerliche 
Abwanderung zu treffen. Mit dem Erwerb eines Terri
toriums im Jahre 1401 etwa begann der Rat der Stadt 
Basel gezielt gegen eine Massenabwanderung aus sei
nem Gebieten vorzugehen. Masseneinbürgerungen 
nach einem Kriegszug sollten die Wehrfähigheit der 
Stadt wiederherstellen und ermöglichten daher frei
willigen Kriegsteilnehmern aus den Basler Herr
schaftsgebieten relativ leicht das Bürgerrecht zu er
langen. Kriegsteilnehmern aus andereren Territorien 
dagegen war es nur unter bestimmten Auflagen zu
gänglich.100 Erst in der Reformationszeit aber hat man 
den Zuzug aus der Landschaft gänzlich zu verhindern 
gesucht.

Repräsentation der städtischen Herrschaft
Die Städte, die seit ihrer Entstehung wirtschaftliche 
und kulturelle Zentren in einem agrarisch genutzen 
Umland waren, bildeten nun auch den Mittelpunkt ei
gener Herrschaftsgebiete und operierten als Herren. 
Dem Rat der herrschenden Stadt, den “gnädigen, lie
ben und weisen Herren”, stand die “Landschaft”, die 
“lieben Getreuen” von Städten und Gemeinden und 
ihre “ehrsamen und weisen” Vertreter gegenüber.101 
Ein städtischer Führungsstil wird mit der Ausformung 
und Vereinheitlichung der Herrschaftsgebiete im 15. 
Jahrhundert erkennbar. Nicht nur im vom Stadtadel 
bestimmten Bem, sondern auch in der Zunftstadt 
Zürich brachte die Konzentration von staatlicher Ge
walt in den Händen der Stadt eine Adaption adeliger 
Repräsentationsformen durch die stadtbürgerliche 
Führungsschicht in Stadt und Land mit sich. Aus der 
Periode adeliger Herrschaft wurde der Regierungsstil 
übernommen, der auf die physische Nähe zu den Un
tertanen setzte, sowie die Selbstdarstellung des Adels 
als gewaltfähiger Rechtsträger und Inhaber befestigter 
Herrschaftssitze wie auch des Jagdmonopols.102 Von 
der Bevölkerung wurden ferner überkommene Rituale 
eingefordert, so etwa der Huldigungseid, der die An
erkennung des Herrschaftsverhältnisses und die Ver
pflichtungen gegenüber dem Landesherm, in erster
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Abb. 2. Planvedute der Stadt Zürich von Jos Murer aus dem Jahre 1576, in der Kartusche links oben repräsentieren Wappendarstellungen von 
Städten, Dörfern und Amtsdistrikten die Herrschaft der Stadt Zürich in ihrem Hinterland.

Linie der Treue und der Heerfolge beinhaltete, im 
Laufe der Zeit aber immer mehr formalisiert auf die 
landesherrschaftliche Ordnung abgelegt wurde.103

Auf anderer Ebene setzte man Zeichen eines neuen 
Selbstbewusstseins. Luzern, das nach der Unterstel
lung unter König und Reich 1415 einen wesentlichen 
Impuls zur Ausbildung der städtischen Landeshoheit 
erfuhr, demonstrierte den neuen Status, indem es aus 
seinem Wappen die Zeichen der habsburgischen Herr
schaft tilgte und den reichsstädtischen Doppeladler 
einführte.104 Stadtchroniken, Zeugnisse einer blühen
den städtischen Schriftkultur, begannen im 14. Jahr
hundert die eigene Geschichte festzuschreiben. Dabei 
ging es aber offenbar nicht nur um eine Darstellung 
von städtischem Recht und den hervorragenden Taten 
der Stadtbürgerschaft, sondern auch um eine Positio
nierung der Stadt innerhalb des Herrschaftsgefüges 
zwischen Bodensee und Alpenkamm.105 Bildliche 
Darstellungen eines stadtstaatlichen Bewusstseins der 
Städte liegen erst aus dem 16. Jahrhundert vor. So prä

sentieren etwa die Planveduten der Stadt Luzern von 
Martinus Martini aus dem Jahre 1597 oder von Jos 
Murer für Zürich aus dem Jahre 1576 nicht nur die 
Grösse und bauliche Ausprägung des Gemeinwesens, 
sondern auf einem Schild zusammengefasst auch die 
Namen und Wappen der durch die Stadt beherrschten, 
nach Städten oder Dörfern benannten Vogteien (vgl. 
Abb. 2). Ein Holzschnitt aus dem Jahre 1599 von Jos 
Murer stellt das Herrschaftsgebiet der Stadt Zürich 
detailliert in seinen Grenzen dar (vgl. Abb. 3). Diese 
eindrucksvollen Quellen stadtstaatlichen Selbstbe
wusstseins stehen allerdings für eine Zeit, in der sich 
die Eidgenossenschaft, städtische Territorien und eine 
oligarchische Führungsschicht in den Städten etabliert 
und verfestigt hatten, in der die Reformation zu neuen 
Parteiungen innerhalb des eidgenössischen Bundes 
geführt wie auch die städtische Herrschaftsintensivie
rung auf der Landschaft geprägt hatte und die “lieben 
Getreuen” im Herrschaftsraum zu Untertanen gewor
den waren.
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Ergebnisse
Die vorangegangenen Überlegungen zu Stadtstaaten 
im Gebiet der Alten Eidgenossenschaft sind Voraus
setzungen und Anfängen der stadtstaatlichen Ent
wicklung im äussersten Südwesten des Deutsches 
Reiches nachgegangen. Sie haben gezeigt, dass die 
städtische Emanzipation von einer Herrschaft, die 
Entfaltung reichsstädtischen Charakters, die städti
sche Territorialbildung und die Einbindung von Städ
ten in den eidgenössischen Bund eng miteinander ver
wobene Prozesse waren, die erst seit dem ausgehen
den 14. und vor allem im 15. Jahrhundert zu festeren 
Formen fanden. Unter sehr unterschiedlichen Bedin
gungen haben sich Mittel- und auch Kleinstädte in 
verschiedenen Herrschaftsverhältnissen aus ihrer un
mittelbaren Stadtherrschaft lösen und unter der presti

geträchtigen Hoheit von König und Reich eigene 
Herrschaft entfalten können. Ihre Lage fernab der 
überkommenen königlichen Herrschaftsschwerpunkte 
hat bei dieser Entwicklung offenbar weniger eine Rol
le gespielt als vielmehr die Frage, inwieweit sie regio
nale Aspiranten auf die Stadtherrschaft, eine starke 
Ortsherrschaft oder einen Landesherrn dauerhaft aus
schalten und dabei das Königtum für ihre Interessen 
einsetzen konnten.

Die Mitgliedschaft in der Eidgenossenschaft oder 
der Status als Zugewandter Ort bedeutete für die Städ
te mehrheitlich zunächst ein Bündnis neben weiteren 
Städte- und Landfriedensbünden. Sie gewann erst mit 
der Entstehung eines eidgenössischen Bewusstseins 
seit Ende des 14. Jahrhunderts, mit einer gewissen 
Bundesorganisation, gemeinschaftlichem Auftreten 

Abb. 3. Darstellung des Herrschaftsgebiets der Stadt Zürich von Jos Murer aus dem Jahre 1599, gepünktelt sind die Grenzen des Zürcher 
Gebietes, Texteinschübe berichten von der Geschichte der Stadt seit Abraham sowie der Landschaft seit der Römerzeit und zitieren Otto von 
Freisings Chronik, in der Zürich als “Nobile Thuregum, multarum copia rerum” bezeichnet wird.
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der Eidgenossenschaft gegenüber anderen Mächten 
und der gemeinsamen Eroberung und Verwaltung von 
Gebietsherrschaften an Bedeutung, vor allem aber 
nach den Schwabenkriegen, die de facto eine Distan
zierung des eidgenössischen Bundes vom Reich nach 
sich zog.

Eine städtische Territorialpolitik setzte in zunftbe
stimmten wie auch in geschlechterregierten Städten 
jeweils in einer Zeit ein, in der sich das städtische Ge
meinwesen konsolidiert hatte und stadtherrlicher Ein
fluss im Schwinden begriffen war. Bedingung dafür 
waren offenkundig in besonderem Masse die verän
derten Lebens- und Herrschaftsgrundlagen des Adels 
auf dem Lande, eine Periode des wirtschaftlichen 
Aufschwungs in den Städten und der Aufstieg von 
Bürgern, die in Wirtschaft, Politik oder durch militäri
schen Einsatz zu Ansehen gekommen waren, Famili
en- sowie Standesbewusstsein entwickelten und in 
manchen Städten die überkommene, am Adel orien
tierte städtische Führungsschicht ablösten. Ausgebil
det wurde die städtische Landesherrschaft hauptsäch
lich über den Erwerb von Herrschaftsrechten, zu
nächst durch das Bürgertum und städtische Institutio
nen, dann gezielt durch die Städte selbst. Damit voll
zog sich eine zweite Welle der Territorialisierung, die 
ältere Ansätze von Verwaltung und Verfassung unter 
der Herrschaft des Adels überformte und letztlich zu 
raumbezogenen und begrenzbaren Territorien führte. 
Ihr Erfolg war unterschiedlich und augenscheinlich in 
hohem Masse davon abhängig, wie frühzeitig sie be
gonnen wurde. Eine erfolgreiche Territorialbildung, 
die der Stadt ein sicheres Absatzgebiet brachte und 
die Zufuhr lebensnotwendiger ländlicher Produkte ga
rantierte sowie der Führungsschicht Karrieren in der 
Landesverwaltung versprach, hat offenbar den Rück
zug von Städten aus dem Fernhandel bewirkt. Sie 
wurde zunächst durch städtische Gelder finanziert, ihr 
Ausbau dann unter anderem durch Steuererträge aus 
der Landschaft. Die zu Kriegsdiensten verpflichteten 
Landsässigen ermöglichten ebenso die seit dem aus
gehenden 14. Jahrhundert häufig vorkommenden 
Kriegszüge der Stadt.

Städtische Verwaltung und die mit dem Erwerb von 
Herrschaftstiteln aufgebaute Landesverwaltung waren 
institutionell und personell eng miteinander verfloch
tene Bereiche. Die Verwaltung der Landschaft basier
te auf Herrschaftsstrukturen des Adels und Formen 
adeliger Herrschaftsausübung, übernahm aber nicht 
die mehr oder minder ausgeprägten Formen land
schaftlicher Repräsentanz. Vor allem im 15. Jahrhun
dert zeichnet sich überall das Bemühen der Städte ab, 
das Konglomerat städtischer Herrschaftstitel auszu

bauen, die Vielzahl durch Stadtadel, Bürger oder In
stitutionen erworbener Herrschaftsrechte in den städ
tischen Herrschaftsraum zu integrieren und im Inter
esse der städtischen Wirtschaft konkurrierende Klein
städte auszuschalten. Die Massnahmen zur Durchset
zung der Landeshoheit führten in den einzelnen Herr
schaftsgebieten zu vielfältigen Konflikten, die nicht 
allein aus den unterschiedlichen Interessen von Stadt 
und Landsässigen zu begreifen sind, sondern - und 
dies vor allem in Bern - auch in Konflikten zwischen 
einer Aufsteigergruppe und einer in Stadt und Land 
verankerten Schicht mit adeligem Selbstverständnis 
gründen.

The Formation of Swiss City-States
(13th-15th centuries)106
Among European cities that have become city-states, 
the Swiss cities hold a special place. Being mostly 
small or middle-sized towns in the south-western 
comer of the medieval Empire, they acquired 
autonomy within their walls as well as overlordship in 
their hinterlands, and - alongside some rural commu
nities - they were members of the Confederacy which 
left the Empire definitively in 1648 and was acknow
ledged as a sovereign power. Berne, Lucerne, Zurich, 
Solothurn, Fribourg, Schaffhausen and Basel played 
key roles in the development of the Confederacy; each 
possessed a territory and was at the same time a 
member of the Confederacy. Zug, too, was a kind of 
city-state. Together with a couple of smaller commu
nities it became a member of the Confederacy, but its 
power in the hinterland was limited. Finally, St. 
Gallen and Geneva can be called city-states. They did 
not gain significant territories but by separate treaties 
they became allies of individual cities or rural com
munities within the Confederacy. They thereby 
became affiliated with the Confederacy and were 
called “Zugewandte Orte”. The cities’ constitutions, 
the overlordship of the cities in their territories and the 
loose structure of the Confederacy were dissolved 
only in the 19th century when the Swiss state and 
nation emerged. The constitution of 1848 transformed 
the loosely organised community of individual states 
into a more centralised state. At the same time it 
defined the territories of the cities, of the rural com
munities, and of the dominions formerly dominated 
by the Confederacy as cantons as well as newly 
formed entities. But even in the years following 1848, 
the leading cities remained administrative and eco
nomic centres. To write about Swiss city-states thus 
means studying not only the development of the urban 
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communities and the formation of territories, but also 
the interaction between their development and the rise 
of the Confederacy. Whereas the German text above 
attempts to trace the main lines of this complex 
process, the following remarks summarize the results 
concerning the characteristics of the Swiss city-states 
in relation to the questionnaire of Mogens Herman 
Hansen.

City-states arose in the 14th century following the 
consolidation of urbanization in the pre-alpine re
gions. There was no special type of town that devel
oped into a city-state, but city-states emerged out of 
towns at different stages of urbanization, of different 
size and with different backgrounds of development. 
Zurich, Solothurn as well as of Basle and Geneva 
grew out of settlements with Roman origins, whereas 
Lucerne, Schaffhausen and St. Gallen were old mar
ketplaces next to monasteries. But the towns which 
became city-states were not only the older towns 
which - apart from St. Gallen - had emerged by rivers 
and lakes on the main trade-routes. Fribourg, Berne, 
and Zug (a special case) became city-states too, and 
they were towns founded by the nobility in the 12th 
and 13th centuries.

The development of each town was characterized 
by its specific origin. Medieval city-state culture fol
lowed no particular settlement pattern. The towns 
developed in the open space alongside markets, in the 
shadow of churches, cathedrals and monasteries, or as 
grid-planned urban centres with the significant pattern 
of parallel streets. In the 13th and 14th centuries, they 
all had some kind of fortification. Also, the Swiss 
towns that became city-states were not of of the same 
size. Evidence concerning the number of inhabitants 
is hard to obtain; nevertheless, it seems clear that the 
towns were primarily middle-sized or small. Basel, 
with about 10,000 inhabitants, was probably the 
largest city in the late-medieval Confederacy. The 
populations of Berne, Zurich and Fribourg numbered 
between 5,000 and 7,000, and Lucerne and Schaff
hausen between 3,000 and 5,000. With under 2,000 
inhabitants Solothurn belonged to the group of very 
small cities. The smaller medieval cities covered less 
than 20 hectares and the largest more than 130.

All these cities obtained full self-government. Be
coming an imperial or a free town was a question of 
how the city could emancipate itself from the rule and 
especially from the jurisdiction of its overlord: either 
the king, or a bishop, or an abbot. In the 13th century, 
all the cities were run by city-councils whose mem
bers were recruited by co-optation. The result was 
face-to-face-societies which became closed societies 

only towards the turn of the 17th century. The city 
council was the central administrative institution in 
each town, and later its members administered the ter
ritories of the cities as well.

City society was heterogeneous and consisted not 
only of citizens but also of people without full civic 
rights. As soon as the urban government came to rule 
the countryside, immigration into the cities was 
controlled, and the city authorities tried to impose 
restrictions on immigration in order to maintain the 
rural economy. Urban society was dominated by a 
civic nobility but in the 14th century its leading posi
tion in the city was challenged by citizens who had 
come into power through business or warfare. Guild 
revolts in the eastern parts of today’s Switzerland pro
moted the participation of guilds in the government of 
the city (Zurich), whereas, in the western parts 
(Berne), similar conflicts did not result in destroying 
the strong position of the old leading group in town.

The process was promoted by the development of 
an urban economy from the beginning of the 13th 
century onwards. Economic growth was especially 
spectacular in the cities along the main European 
trade routes from the Empire via the Alps to Italy on 
the one hand, and to Burgundy on the other; their 
merchants took part in long-distance trade and their 
craftsmen produced specialized goods, such as 
different types of textiles. Also the cities developed 
into centers for manufactured goods and became grain 
markets for a hinterland dotted with villages and 
small towns. The building of a territory entailed a 
centralization of economic power in the cities.

The economic welfare of the cities between 1350 
and 1450 was affected by a number of serious crises: 
changes of climate, plague, declining population, bad 
harvests, overproduction, and stagnation of grain 
prices. However, the economy and the early concern 
for security of trade routes do not seem to have been 
the driving forces behind the building of territories, 
but rather the lordly ambitions of the new leading 
groups in the cities. Only later, in the 15th century, did 
economic factors come to dominate the cities’ 
attempts to control the hinterland. In fact, building up 
large territories seems to have diminished the cities’ 
interest in long-distance trade. Possession of a terri
tory provided the cities not only with a secure food 
supply and a market that could be manipulated; the 
territory was also a recruitment area and an object of 
taxation, and the possession of a territory created 
financially lucrative positions in the administration of 
the countryside.

It is not easy to tell what membership in the Con- 
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federacy meant with regard to the formation of city- 
states. The rise of cities as communities, their rule of 
the hinterlands, and the formation of the Confederacy 
as a permanent political structure were long-term, 
interdependent processes. Cities did not all join the 
confederacy simultaneously, but only gradually in the 
period between 1332 and 1501. The Confederacy was 
often used as a lever for the city’s own interests and its 
policy towards the powerful overlords of the hinter
lands or other cities. Conflicts certainly arose in the 
late Middle Ages as cities and countries competed in 
territorial expansion, particularly in regions with 
important trade routes. Later, the Confederacy ex
perienced religious strife between those cities and 
regions which adopted the new belief, such as 
Zurich, Basel or St. Gallen, and those which remained 
with the old, such as Lucerne and Fribourg. Never
theless, at the end of the 15th century the political 
importance and self-confidence of the Confederacy 
increased with victorious battles against nobility and 
with the beginning of a common foreign policy and 
the members’ firmly entrenched overlordship in their 
territories. The Confederacy, which was a loose 
system of treaties and never had a written constitu
tion, now became a party to negotiations concerning 
jurisdiction or issues of peace and war. Die Tag- 
satzung, the congress of confederate representatives, 
became the main institution of the Confederacy. At 
this time, relations began to relax between the Con
federacy and, most particularly, the imperial and free 
cities on one side and the Empire on the other. 
Conflicts emerged with attempts to reform the con
stitutional basis of monarchy. The Confederacy 
confirmed loyalty towards the Empire but stayed 
away from the assemblies of the Empire and the 
bench of cities.

Swiss historiography has been more interested in 
the territorial formation and independence of the Con
federacy as a whole than in the fact that small and 
middle-sized towns built up large territories (see Fig. 
1). It is nevertheless most striking to see how cities 
succeeded the nobility as overlords in their hinterland, 
and how, mostly, they acquired their territories peace
fully, by buying out the impoverished lords and by 
offering protection for nobility and peasants during 
the troubled decades from the end of the 14th to the 
beginning of the 15th centuries. The earlier the cities 
began to build up their territories, the more successful 
they were. By the end of the Middle Ages, Berne pos
sessed a territory of more than 7,000 km2. It encom
passed the much smaller dominions that Fribourg 
bought in the 15th century. Zurich, Solothurn and 

Lucerne began expanding their rule over the hinter
lands in the second half of the 14th century and they, 
too, gained respectable territories. On the other hand, 
cities which began enlarging their territories mainly in 
the 15th century, as for example Schaffhausen, 
acquired only a limited hinterland. Towns which were 
too late in freeing themselves of their overlords, as for 
example Geneva and St. Gallen, had practically no 
chance of gaining a territory, as the hinterlands re
mained in the possession of their former lords. Basel 
was fortunate to be able to buy dominions from its 
bankrupt bishop. From the very beginning stronger 
powers in the region prevented Zug from enlarging its 
sphere of influence in the hinterland. City govern
ment in the countryside was based on earlier admin
istrative structures but was intensified by an extension 
of the authority of the city council. Conflicts between 
city and country arose when the cities levied taxes and 
troops from the rural population. Extending power 
over a territory meant, too, that the possessions of 
individual citizens or civic institutions had to be 
brought under the power of the city government, a 
situation that caused conflicts not only in the country
side but also in the urban society itself, as in some 
cities a leading group of nobles might have posses
sions and jurisdiction in the country. The towns that 
fell under urban overlordship found themselves in dif
ficulties as well when their economic development 
was curbed. In the long run, the new urban govern
ments did not accept forms of popular representation 
of the territory’s population which had existed in the 
times of noble rule. The city councils quickly adopted 
special forms of lordly representation; on the one 
hand, they referred to the model that had been offered 
by the nobility, while, on the other hand, the efficient 
urban administration served as the pattern for this spe
cial way of ruling. In the 15th century cities began to 
create their own histories as successful imperial towns 
and members of the Confederacy. From the end of the 
16th century onwards, woodcuts and other kinds of 
representations show the civic pride of the cities as 
lords over large territories (see Figs. 2. and 3).
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62. Blickle (1993), Aufbau städtischer Macht, vor allem 4 u. 6.
63. Blickle (1990), Friede und Verfassung, 146.
64. Peyer (1982), Schweizer Städte; Peyer (1981), Die Schweizer 

Wirtschaft im Umbruch; Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Be
ziehungen.

65. Vgl. zuletzt Gilomen (1991). Die Schweiz in der spätmittelal
terlichen Krisenzeit; Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Beziehun
gen, 26; vgl. auch Sigg (1981), Spätmittelalterliche “Agrar
krise”.

66. Offenbar wurden bürgerliche Finanzbeziehungen in die Land
schaft und ländlicher Besitz intensiv zu nutzen begonnen, als 
die Konjunktur in der Städten zurückging und sich die Kassen 
durch die städtische Beteiligung an Kriegszügen leerten; vgl. 
dazu Tremp (1981), Völksunruhen.

67. Peyer (1959/60), Leinwandgewerbe; Peyer (1975), Wollge
werbe; Ammann (1957), Freiburg; Morard (1981), Une réus
site éphémère; Nabholz (1937), Zur Zürcher Wirtschafts
geschichte; Ammann (1949-52), Untersuchungen über die 
Wirtschaftsstellung Zürichs; Schnyder (1937), Wirtschafts
beziehungen; Guichonnet (1974), Histoire de Genève; Bergier 
(1963), Genève; Ammann (1929), Die Wirtschaftstellung St. 
Gallens.

68. Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Beziehungen, 19.
69. vgl. auch Schlüer (1978), Untersuchungen, etwa S. 180ff.
70. Gilomen (1998), ebenda; Ehrensperger (1978), Basels Stel

lung im internationalen Handesverkehr.
71. Glauser (1977), Frühe Landeshoheit, 8; vgl. zur allgemeinen 

Entwicklung in den Schweizer Städten: Stercken (1999), Be
grenzungen des Marktgebiets.

72. Vgl. dazu Peyer, Schweizer Städte, 266.
73. Vgl. Peyer (1976), Die Anfänge der schweizerischen Aris

tokratien, hier 24, 19ff.
74. Gilomen (1995), Innere Verhältnisse, 370.
75. Vgl. Teuscher (1998), Bekannte.
76. Vgl. dazu Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Beziehungen, 30; 

Blickle (1999), Friede und Verfassung 113; Stercken (im 
Druck), Kleinstadtgenese; Largiadèr (1922), Anfänge, 17.

77. Dazu und zum folgenden: Dändliker (1910), Geschichte 
Zürich, Bd. 2; Raiser (1969) Städtische Territorialpolitik, 59, 
68.

78. Schwinges (1991), Bem, 14 f.
79. Eugster (1995b), Die Entwicklung zum kommunalen Territo

rialstaat; Largiadèr ( 1922), Die Anfänge.
80. Vgl. Tappy (1987), Les états; Peyer (1980), Verfassungs

geschichte, 68 ff.; zur allgemeinen Entwicklung vgl. auch 
Gasser (1937), Landständische Verfassungen, Quarthai 
(1991), Residenz; Stercken (im Druck), Kleinstadtgenese.

81. Vgl. Peyer (1980), Verfassungsgeschichte, 68 ff.
82. Vgl. Dändliker (1910), Geschichte Zürich 2: 389; Sablonier 

(Im Druck), Schweizer Eidgenossen.
83. Vgl. Peyer (1980), Verfassungsgeschichte, 59.
84. Peyer (1980), Verfassungsgeschichte, 60.
85. Largiardèr (1922), Anfänge, 17.
86. Gössi (1978), Die Verwaltung, 183.
87. Dütsch (1990), Die Zürcher Landvogteien; Dändliker (1910), 

Geschichte Zürich Bd. 2: 27 ff., 389; Schaffer (1941), Die 
Geschichte der luzemischen Territorialpolitik, 195; Glauser 
(1977), Frühe Landeshoheit.

88. Vgl. dazu Gössi (1978), Die Verwaltung, 183, 185 ff., 192 ff.; 
Körner (1981), Luzerner Staatsfinanzen.

89. Vgl. dazu Gasser (1932), Die territoriale Entwicklung; Gasser 
(1930), Entstehung und Ausbildung; Blickle (1990), Friede 
und Verfassung, 146; Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Be
ziehungen, 36; Holenstein (1991), Huldigung der Untertanen; 
Eugster (1995b), Die Entwicklung zum kommunalen Territo
rialstaat, 325; Largiadèr (1922), Anfänge.

90. Peyer (1980), Verfassungsgeschichte, 60f.; Sablonier (Im 
Druck), Schweizer Eidgenossen.

91. Vgl. etwa den Zuger Sieger- und Bannerhandel 1404 und die 
Klagen der Grüningef 1411, Eugster (1995b), Die Entwick
lung zum kommunalen Territorialstaat; Peyer (1982), Städte, 
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268 f.; vgl. dazu auch Kümmell (1980/82), Bäuerliche Ge
sellschaft; Weissen (1995), “An der stu(o)r ist ganz nu(e)tt be
zahlt”; Sablonier (Im Druck), Schweizer Eidgenossen.

92. Vgl. dazu und zum Folgenden Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land- 
Beziehungen, 43; Schnyder (1925), Die Bevölkerung der Stadt 
und Landschaft Zürichs.

93. Vgl. Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Beziehungen, 36; Gilomen 
(1982), Die Schuld Berns; Schlüer (1978), Untersuchungen, 
177 ff.

94. Vgl. dazu Gmür (1986), Die Städte in der schweizerischen 
Verfassungsgeschichte, 57.

95. Vgl. dazu Bickel (1982), Willisau, 480 f.; Gauss & Freivogel 
(1932), Geschichte der Landschaft Basel und des Kantons 
Basel Landschaft, 221 ff.; Schaffer (1941), Die Geschichte der 
luzemischen Territorialpolitik, 214; Dubler (1982), Hand
werk, Gewerbe und Zunft; Stercken (1997), Neunkirch.

96. Schmid (1995), Reden, Rufen, Zeichen setzen, 11 ff., 266; 
Hesse (1999), Expansion und Ausbau.

97. Vgl. dazu Gmür (1986), Städte als Landesherm, 188.
98. Othenin-Girard (1987), Aufstand; Dietrich (1985), Die Stadt 

Zürich und ihre Landgemeinden; Eugster (1995b), Die Ent
wicklung zum kommunalen Territorialstaat, 330; Dändliker 
(1910), Geschichte Zürich Bd.2: 199 ff.

99. Vgl dazu Gilomen (1998), Stadt-Land-Beziehungen, 19.
100. Portmann (1979), Basler Einbürgerungspolitik, 63, 83.
101. Vgl. zahlreiche Belege in der Sammlung Schweizerischer 

Rechtsquellen; s. a. Walder (1994), Stanser Verkommnis, 22.
102. Eugster (1995b), Die Entwicklung zum kommunalen Territo

rialstaat, 324 f.
103. Holenstein (1990), Obrigkeit und Untertanen.
104. Galliker (1978), Anfänge der Luzerner Standesheraldik, 199 

ff; Glauser (1977), Landeshoheit, 12 ff.; Gilomen (1998), 
Stadt-Land-Beziehungen, 35.

105. Vgl. dazu etwa Gamper (1984), Die Zürcher Stadtchroniken, 
52 ff., 142, 146.

106. Some expressions are difficult to translate. In the text below, 
“Confederacy“ stands for Eidgenossenschaft, a special form of 
confederacy based on an oath; “Empire“ for Reich, the late- 
medieval Holy Roman Empire; and “territories“ for Territo
rien, districts of lordly power that became clearly bordered 
dominions only in early modem times.
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The Dutch Republic’s City-State Culture 
(17th-18th Centuries)

Maarten Prak

Introduction
The Dutch Republic (1579-1795) was not a city-state. 
No one has ever suggested that it was, and it is not the 
purpose of this contribution to argue otherwise.1 
Nonetheless, the Dutch Republic deserves a place in a 
book about city-states. First and foremost, because of 
the role of towns in Dutch political, economic, social 
and cultural life. As the following pages will demon
strate, Dutch towns were of overwhelming impor
tance to Dutch society during its Golden Age (the sev
enteenth century) and beyond. They were also auto
nomous to a degree that was unusual when compared 
to many other states in Europe, like England, France, 
or Prussia, but fits a pattern found in Germany, Swit
zerland and Italy, as discussed elsewhere in this 
volume. By implication, a discussion of the Dutch 
Republic helps us to understand the variety of city- 
state cultures in early modem Europe, as defined in 
the introduction (supra 16-19).

Given the fact that the Dutch Republic was not a 
city-state in the strict sense of the word, but at best a 
confederation of city-state type of polities, this paper 
focusses on urban, i.e. local structures and processes, 
much more than on the Republic as a whole. At the 
same time, the fact that individual towns in the 
Netherlands were incorporated into a larger state 
structure, implies that we cannot ignore the Republic 
itself altogether. At each stage of the argument we will 
try to bring out the city-state elements in the life of 
Dutch towns under the Republic, but also discuss 
those elements that limited, or even undermined local 
autonomy.

Urbanization in the Low Countries
City-states and city-state culture pre-suppose the exis
tence of towns and cities, some sort of urban land
scape. To what extent was this precondition met in the 
Low Countries in general, and more specifically in the 
territory of the Dutch Republic?2 The precision of the 

answer is predicated on the definition of “city”. For 
the period at hand, two possible angles suggest them
selves. Cities can be defined in a historically concrete 
way as settlements endowed with urban privileges. 
They can also be defined in more abstract fashion as 
settlements of a minimum size.3

At present, the latter approach is the better docu
mented. It allows us to establish two facts. First, that if 
we take 10,000 inhabitants as a minimum size, the 
Netherlands in 1500 harboured 11 cities, a number 
that had increased to 19 in 1800. For the Southern 
Netherlands (present Belgium), the numbers are 12 
and 20 respectively. By relating the number of urban
ites to total population figures, we can then establish 
the impact of these towns on society as a whole. In 
1500 15.8 percent of all Dutchmen and women lived 
in cities, in 1800 almost twice as much. At 21.1 per
cent, the South started out with a higher percentage in 
1500, but lost some ground in the following centuries. 
In 1800 its rate of urbanization had declined to 18.9 
percent. In fact, in both North and South the 1800 
figure was a step back from the even higher percent
ages - 33.6 and 23.9 respectively - in 1700. Nonethe
less, the Low Countries in 1800 were still the most 
urbanized area of Europe in terms of percentages. In 
absolute numbers only France, with a population at 
least five times as big as that of the Low Countries, 
had more cities at any point in time.4 Thus, the Low 
Countries in general and also the Netherlands more 
particularly, demonstrated a high level of urbaniza
tion, as well as a remarkably broad distribution of that 
urban population across a substantial number of cities.

These medium and large-size towns were merely 
the tip of an urban iceberg. Even though we do not 
have equally precise figures about the number of com
munities with urban privileges, the 11-19 cities with a 
population larger than 10,000 does by no means cover 
the Dutch urban landscape.5 Take for example the 
towns represented on the regional States assemblies. 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth century, the Dutch 
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Republic was a federation of seven provinces, each 
with their own provincial States. Altogether, the 
States of the seven provinces included the representa
tives of 57 different towns. Many of these fell sub
stantially short of the 10,000 mark. In the northern 
province of Friesland only one of the eleven enfran
chised towns made the grade. In fact, before 1800 
none of the other ten managed 5,000 inhabitants and 
two could not even muster 1,000 (Faber [1973] 415 
[table 11.13]). And the 57 enfranchised towns still do 
not exhaust the roll-call of Dutch urbanization. In the 
province of Overijssel, for instance, only three towns 
were represented in the States assembly. During the 
1780s, however, when a broad reform movement 
swept the country, several so-called minor towns (or 
kleine steden) in Overijssel also clamored for repre
sentation. None of these towns had more than 2,000 
inhabitants, but all were able to point at institutional 
features that definitely made them urban. In the north 
of Holland, where the enfranchised towns were thick 
on the ground anyway, another fourteen places had 
received urban charters during the Middle Ages, even 
though by 1600 they would strike the uninformed 
observer as definitely rural.6 Nonetheless, many of 
these villages built themselves strikingly urban 
“town”-halls during the seventeenth century, 
testimonies to their prosperity no doubt, but at the 
same time underscoring that even villages in the 
Netherlands could be to some extent urban 
(Boschma-Aamoudse [1992] 9).

Urban Political Representation 
in the Middle Ages
In the Netherlands, and more generally the Low 
Countries, urbanization came early and was wide
spread.7 Initially, the more important urban centres 
were located in the southern parts, notably Flanders 
and Brabant. Cities like Bruges and Ghent, later 
Antwerp, were in many ways the northern equivalent 
of the Italian cities of the Renaissance. But contrary to 
the Italians, the urban elites of the Low Countries 
never established independent states in their own 
right. Instead, their towns were integrated into a 
feudal structure of representation, and had to share 
power with regional lords (the Dukes of Brabant, the 
Counts of Flanders and Holland, and so on), as well as 
the ecclesiastical and aristocratic estates. From the 
early thirteenth century on varying, and temporary, 
coalitions of towns would attempt to promote urban 
interests, but it was only during the fourteenth century 

that urban representation in the regional States assem
blies became slowly institutionalized.8

The urbanization of the Northern Netherlands got 
underway much later than in Flanders and Brabant, 
and for a long time remained more modest as well. As 
a result, towns took longer to make an impact on polit
ical life (Kokken [1991] 20). In Holland, during the 
fifteenth century, irregular groups of towns, both great 
and small, would participate in the States’ discussions. 
Only by the end of the century it did become clear 
that six towns, which happened to be the largest, 
could claim permanent membership, as well as the 
right to vote (Tracy [1990] 14-15). During the six
teenth century, the towns became key players in 
provincial politics, basically because they wielded 
substantial financial power (Tracy [1985]). Although 
suggesting that they had in effect taken power in 
Holland would be stretching the argument too far, by 
mid-century they were impossible to ignore. What is 
more, the administration of Holland’s public finances 
had created procedures and common experiences, that 
taught the towns how to run a state-like structure 
(Tracy [1990]). This would prove very important 
during the Dutch Revolt and its aftermath.

The Republican Constitution 
after the Revolt
The Revolt, that broke out in 1566-8, had a paradox
ical impact on the position of towns in Dutch society: 
on the one hand very little changed, and at the same 
time everything had changed. Constitutional conti
nuity was one of the professed goals of the Dutch 
rebels. The Union of Utrecht of 1579, in which the 
rebel provinces promised each other assistance in 
their fight against Habsburg Spain, explicitly stated 
both aspects in its very first article.9 On the one hand, 
it said,

the aforesaid provinces will form an alliance, con
federation, and union among themselves ... in order 
to remain joined together for all time, in every form 
and manner as if they constituted only a single 
province.

To this end, the provinces would have a common 
army and common taxation to finance that army. 
Equally important, several institutions were reorgan
ized, to sustain the newly established state structures. 
A rebel States-General was convened in Holland in 
1581, to supplant a similar assembly for all the Low 
Countries. In due course, the States-General of the 
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Republic would comprise representatives of seven 
provinces, that each had one vote, irrespective of size 
or population. Moreover, the presidency of the States- 
General rotated among the provinces, with each 
province chairing meetings for one week at a time. In 
the Council of State, basically the executive of the 
States-General, the one-province-one-vote rule was 
less rigidly applied. Still, the province of Holland, 
where half the Republic’s population lived and which 
contributed 60 percent of the Republic’s annual 
budget, was notably under-represented.10

This delicate structure was further complicated by 
the position of the so-called stadholders. Under Habs
burg rule, the stadholders were provincial governors, 
representing the authority of the sovereign. However 
one such stadholder, William of Orange, once the con
fidant of Charles V, had evolved into the leader of the 
Dutch Revolt. When the Revolt proved successful, it 
seemed ungracious to drop the office. After William’s 
assassination in 1584, his son Maurice was appointed 
as successor and proved a crucial leader of the army 
and navy of the Republic. Henceforth, the stadholders 
came to be seen as informal heads of state. Constitu
tionally, however, they remained servants of the indi
vidual provinces, which technically made the appoint
ments. In fact, the northern provinces in the seven
teenth century preferred to have their own stad- 
holders, who had to work together with their more 
powerful cousins in The Hague (Rowen [1988]; Mör- 
ke [1997]).

While the first article of the Union of Utrecht 
bound its members to cooperation, that very same 
article nonetheless also stated that

each province and the individual cities, members, 
and inhabitants thereof shall each retain undimin
ished its special and particular privileges, fran
chises, exemptions, rights, statutes, laudable and 
long-practiced customs, usages and all its rights, 
and each shall not only do the others no damage, 
harm, or vexation, but shall help to maintain, 
strengthen, confirm and indeed protect the others in 
these by all proper and possible means... (quoted 
after Rowen [1972] 70).

Thus, the constitutive members were pledged to 
uphold the ancient constitution, in all its particular 
details, “if need be with life and goods”, within the 
context of the newly formed Dutch Republic. The 
implications of this became clear during the power 
struggles of the 1580s (Parker [1979] ch. 5). Initially, 
the Dutch rebels felt their enterprise could only suc

ceed under the protection of one of the Great Powers 
in the region, and by the appointment of a princely 
head of state. Therefore, the Duke of Anjou, brother 
of the French King, and after his death in 1584 Eliza
beth I of England, were offered the position. The 
offer, however, was circumscribed with conditions 
that would make the new sovereign little more than a 
puppet of the republican States. When the Earl of 
Leicester, who had come to the Netherlands as gov
ernor representing the English Crown, tried to break 
through the limitations imposed on his powers, the 
States of Holland retaliated with a declaration, in 
October 1587, claiming full sovereignty for the pro
vinces, and reaffirming that

the magistrates and councilors of the cities, along 
with the assembly of the nobles, undoubtedly repre
sent the entire state and the whole body of the 
inhabitants... (quoted after Rowen [1972] 108).

The declaration thus based the claim for provincial 
sovereignty on the representative character of the 
States assembly. As was discussed in the previous sec
tion, towns were routinely represented in these assem
blies." As the Revolt was at the same time a political 
and religious conflict, one implication of the rebels’ 
success was the removal of the clerical estate from the 
States, insofar as they were represented in the first 
place. This had been the case in Utrecht, where the 
bishop until 1528 had been the worldly = territorial 
lord as well. Although the clerics disappeared, their 
seats were not removed. After prolonged struggles the 
so-called Member of the Elected was divided between 
the nobles and the city of Utrecht. As a consequence, 
the States of Utrecht remained divided into three 
parts: the nobility, the four small towns plus the city of 
Utrecht as the third estate, and the Member of the 
Elected. The division the parties ultimately arrived at, 
thus assured a balance between urban and rural inter
ests, but at the same time gave the city of Utrecht a 
clear advantage over its minor rivals (Aalbers [1988] 
77-80).

In several other provinces, an equal balance was 
struck. In Stad en Lande there was only one urban 
centre, the city of Groningen, and it was locked in 
fierce struggles with the province’s gentry. In Over- 
ijssel the former Hansa towns of Kampen, Zwolle and 
Deventer were together the urban member, while the 
nobles from four rural districts together represented 
the countryside. Overijssel politics were poisoned by 
endless debates about the States’ voting procedures: 
technically the two members voted as single blocs, 
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but in practice unanimity within each party was not 
always assured. What if one nobleman voted with the 
towns against his fellow aristocrats? Would that con
stitute a majority? And the other way around, could 
one defective town swing the balance towards the 
nobles, against the other towns? It was a problem that 
would plague Overijssel politics until the end of the 
Republic (Jong [1921]).

Friesland was the only province where the towns 
definitely occupied a minority position. The pro
vince’s constitution was remarkable for the demo
cratic procedures applying in the three rural districts 
that each constituted a quarter of the States assembly. 
Friesland’s eleven towns together made up the fourth 
member.12 Although the number of Frisian towns was 
impressive, their population was not. Between them, 
the eleven towns had a population of 40-45,000 
(Faber [1973] 415 [table 11.13]), less than Rotterdam 
for instance, even though Rotterdam was only the 
third largest town in Holland. The minority position of 
the Frisian towns had serious consequences for their 
political autonomy. The towns of Friesland were sub
mitted to extensive provincial legislation, regulating 
for example their poor relief arrangements and the 
local guild system.13 In other provinces such matters 
were left almost completely to the local authorities to 
look after.

In two provinces the towns cut a clear majority. In 
Zeeland the nobility had one vote, but six towns also 
cast a vote each.14 In fact, however, the urban position 
was undermined by their feudal submission to aristo
cratic, and more specifically Orange domination. The 
nobles in Zeeland were not collectively present in the 
States, as their vote had been concentrated in the 
hands of a single family. In 1559 the right to send a 
representative to the Zeeland States meetings had 
been acquired by William of Orange. The same 
Orange dynasty also happened to own the lordships of 
the towns of Vlissingen (Flushing) and Veere. They 
thus directly controlled three out of the States’ seven 
votes (Gabriels [1990] 64). Even though the “inde
pendent” towns still had a majority, they might always 
face the unified front of the three Orangist votes.

Not so in Holland, where the towns’ majority was 
overwhelming. Particularly during the early stages, 
Holland was absolutely vital to the survival of the 
Revolt. Within Holland, the towns shouldered most of 
the financial burden of the war effort. To broaden the 
political and fiscal basis of the Revolt, the number of 
enfranchised towns was slowly extended after 1572. 
Several towns were invited to participate in the States 
assembly meetings, and by 1580 the number of towns 

represented in the States had gone up from six to 
eighteen. At first the presence of the new members 
was said to be temporary but as time went on it 
became ever more difficult to undo this expansion of 
the States (Koopmans [1990] 18-38). Thus, the States 
of Holland remained heavily biased towards the inter
ests of the towns, which commanded eighteen votes 
against the single vote of the nobles. Significantly, 
each town carried one vote, whether it was Am
sterdam, the metropolis with over 200,000 inhabitants, 
or Edam with a mere 4,000. The principle of one 
member one vote, irrespective of size, was identical to 
that applied by the States-General, and it strongly sug
gests that the towns were in effect considered to be 
each other’s equals, as semi-sovereign members in 
their own right, in the same way that the provinces 
saw each other as quasi-states.15

Obviously, the towns and their interests were far 
from identical and it would be wrong to suggest that 
in one way or another Holland was united politically 
(Price [1994] 172-82). On the contrary, there were 
constant rivalries threatening to pull the province 
apart. Amsterdam was sometimes able to impose its 
policies on the States, but its designs were just as 
easily opposed by leagues of smaller towns, which 
between them commanded a sizeable share of the 
votes in the States (Aalbers [1980] 66-127; Groen veld 
[1990]). As the delegates of Amsterdam observed, 
quite realistically, it was “a republicq of persuasion”, 
where protracted negotiations were needed to come to 
a decision (quoted in Aalbers [1977] 117).

One might argue that it was ultimately the auto
nomy of the Holland towns which underpinned urban 
autonomy in the rest of the country. As long as Hol
land was insisting on its provincial sovereignty, and 
by implication on the specific constitution embedded 
within that sovereignty, the delicate balance between 
urban and aristocratic interests in the other provinces 
would be difficult to upset altogether. As will be dis
cussed in more detail in the next section, during the 
second half of the eighteenth century the Orange court 
was able to impose an informal centralization in most 
of the provinces, but not in Holland. Consequently, 
the formalization of this position, which would require 
a major constitutional reform, was not on the cards.

As a matter of fact, even in the period of Orange 
domination the urban participation in regional, and 
hence in national politics, was left largely intact. The 
provinces, as the constitutive parts of the Dutch state, 
were entitled to send delegates to all national institu
tions, carefully composed as they were to give every 
province a stake in the running of these institutions 
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(‘t Hart [1994] 203-6). But instead of sending 
provincial representatives to each of these bodies of 
the state, the provinces had cut the spoils between 
their own constitutive parts. Thus, the town of 
Deventer, in Overijssel, could expect to send a 
delegate to the Admiralty Board in Amsterdam in 
1747-9, one to the Admiralty Boards of Rotterdam 
and Harlingen during the next three-year period, and 
so on. For Overijssel’s permanent seat on the Council 
of State, it was Deventer’s turn in 1753-8, and would 
be again from 1789 onward. The rural district of 
Salland was next in line for the same offices, then it 
was the town of Kampen’s turn. And so on, and so 
forth. The rotation at each office was often planned 
long in advance (Gabriels [1990] 43-54, 449). The 
implication, of course, was that individual towns had 
a large, and to an important extent direct influence, on 
the deliberations of “their” office, while at the same 
time they would be involved in the discussions in the 
provincial States about national politics. As a result, 
the records of local institutions are brimming with 
discussions of national foreign policy and other state 
issues.16 At the same time, local councils had 
enormous discretions when it came to local “police”.

Urban Autonomy in the Dutch Republic
This local autonomy was exactly the point of Sir 
William Temple’s description, in 1673, of the Dutch 
Republic’s political structures. After observing that 
the Republic was not a single state, but a confederacy 
of seven independent provinces, Sir William, who had 
been England’s Ambassador to The Hague, went on to 
explain that “to discover the nature of their Govern
ment from the first springs and motions, it must be 
taken yet into smaller pieces, by which it will appear, 
that each of these Provinces is likewise composed of 
many little States or Cities, which have several marks 
of Soveraign Power within themselves, and are not 
subject to the Soveraignty of their Province” (Temple 
[1673] 52).

To explain the Dutch constitution to his English 
audience, Sir William felt it would be necessary to 
discuss a specific example, and for obvious reasons he 
chose Amsterdam: “The Soveraign Authority of the 
City of Amsterdam, consists in the Decrees or Results 
of their Senate”. It is possible that Sir William was 
specific for didactic purposes, but he may also have 
been too impressed by the numerous differences 
between urban constitutions to feel that he should not 
generalize, when details were really the crux of the 
matter. This, in any case, was the opinion of the town

council - or “senate” in Temple’s words - of Den 
Bosch (Bois-le-Duc), when in 1788 it stated as its 
opinion that, with “every town having its own specific 
bylaws and ordinances”, it would be very dangerous 
to copy even single items of legislation from other 
towns, that could easily corrupt the “coherence of the 
political system of any specific town” (quoted in Prak 
[1999] 34). It was not so much the details in them
selves that mattered here, but the fact that each town 
was as it were individualized by these differences, that 
made them significant. Being different from the others 
again underlined the autonomy of each town vis-à-vis 
the others (Walker [1971] 18-20).

The town-council, as Sir William Temple was cor
rect to point out, was the linchpin of urban independ
ence in the Dutch Republic. First, because the council 
was at the heart of the legislative, executive and judi
ciary powers of local government. And secondly, 
because the people on those councils were usually 
committed to a policy of urban independence.

Even though no urban government in the Republic 
was an exact copy of any other, two broad patterns can 
be distinguished.17 In the towns of the west, i.e. in 
Holland, Zeeland, Friesland, and in the city of 
Utrecht, a permanent council, or vroedschap, consti
tuted the core of local government. The council was 
cooptive and its members had an appointment for life. 
Major policy decisions were discussed in the council, 
that was convened regularly. From the ranks of the 
councillors the aidermen and mayors were recruited. 
The seven, nine, or eleven aidermen were the local 
court of justice. The mayors, two or four of whom 
were always serving simultaneously, were the execu
tive. Together, the aidermen and mayors constituted 
the magistracy, that acted as the legislative authority, 
in its own right or in conjunction with the council.

Whereas the members of the council, whose 
number in Holland varied between fourteen and forty, 
sat for life, appointment to the aidermen’s bench and 
the mayoral offices was temporary, and limited to two 
or three years at a stretch. After standing down for a 
specified number of years, one might expect to be 
reelected in due time. While awaiting another turn as 
aiderman or mayor, former magistrates would become 
ordinary councillors again, taking up other offices in 
the meantime.18

In the landlocked provinces of Overijssel and Gel
derland, as well as in Stad en Lande and in the 
smaller towns of Utrecht, there was a magistracy, like
wise composed of aidermen and mayors, but no per
manent council. Magistrates who lost their seat, were 
politically side-tracked. Moreover, the magistrates in 
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many eastern towns were elected through a procedure 
that involved the local community. Particularly in 
Gelderland and Overijssel, the towns had Common 
Councils, representing the local guilds or the town’s 
districts, and these would appoint the members of the 
magistracy in an annual ceremony.19 Technically, 
therefore, the magistrates stood down every year, “so 
as to make them remember with Agatho”, as the town 
secretary of Deventer explained, “that they rule 
according to the laws for a short time only, and should 
not think themselves too much above their fellow-cit
izens”.20 In practice, however, magistrates in the 
eastern towns were usually returned to office year 
after year, and the government institutions were 
almost as permanent as they were in the west.

Towns were not always completely free to appoint 
the individuals of their choice in all municipal offices. 
Traditionally, the sheriff, whose office was part judi
cial, part political, was the lord’s local representative. 
Actual appointments were usually made by the stad- 
holder, and this situation had continued after the 
Revolt. In the periods without a stadholder (1650-72, 
and again 1702-47) this right had devolved on the 
States, and many towns used the opportunity to buy 
the right for themselves (Prak [1986] 100). Similarly, 
in some towns the stadholder, or else the States, was 
entitled to appoint aidermen, and even the mayors. 
The fact that in Amsterdam the mayors were elected 
by a very small group of former mayors, without 
interference from the court, or even the vroedschap, 
was said to add to their political independence (Gelder 
& Kistemaker [1982] 107-8). In 1674-5 rights of 
appointment were formally transferred to the stad- 
holder for all towns in the provinces of Gelderland, 
Overijssel, and Utrecht, in 1748 in all other provinces 
as well, except Holland. Technically, the towns were 
entitled to propose candidates on a so-called double 
list, that restricted the choice for the stadholder and 
allowed the towns to manipulate the process. To pre
vent this from happening, the stadholder picked one 
or two local confidants, who would make sure the 
right people were on the list (Gabriels [1990] 61-76).

Such practices became particularly widespread 
during the second half of the eighteenth century, when 
for reasons to be discussed below the towns’ position 
was weakened and the Orange court exploited this by 
systematically developing its networks of political 
patronage (Gabriëls [1990] 167-297). After the 
Republic’s disastrous defeat in the Fourth Anglo- 
Dutch War (1780-4) this meddling in local affairs be
came the focus of widespread discontent among both 
the urban ruling elites and the population at large.

One of the side-effects of the protest against the 
Orange court, was a revival of urban republicanism. 
In Dordrecht (Holland) it was claimed in 1784 that 
“the land of freedom, the never sufficiently praised 
America, does not have any freedom comparable to 
yours, if only your Rights and Privileges would be 
maintained”.21 In Zwolle (Overijssel), in 1787, a 
draft-constitution for the town’s government proudly 
declared: “The city of Zwol is a free, and completely 
independent town, which convicts in all cases, civic as 
well as criminal, without appeal or revision”.22 Earlier 
in the century, a similar outbreak of protest against 
Orange interference in local politics provoked similar 
claims of local sovereignty. In the east of the country 
the influence of German examples was much stronger 
than in the west. Several towns claimed the same 
status as was enjoyed by Imperial Free Towns across 
the border (Pethegem [1988] 115-37). Arnhem, a 
town of 6,000 in the province of Gelderland, was said 
to be such a “free City”, with full sovereign rights. A 
reading of the Guelders constitution (Groot Gelders 
Placcaet Boeck) made clear, according to the authors 
of an elaborate justification of the popular point of 
view, “that the town of Arnhem has always enjoyed 
her particular freedom, special and particular Privi
leges, Freedoms, exemptions, Rights, Statutes, laud
able traditions and uses”. The town was entitled to 
pass bylaws without reference to the provincial 
Estates, the local court could pass judgement without 
the defendant having the right to appeal against it, 
new taxation could only be introduced “with the con
sent of the Sworn Council”. Arnhem’s urban commu
nity, in other words, was equal to “an independent 
Prince and sovereign ... and the Citizens and Inhabi
tants of the city of Arnhem have therefore remained 
under the government of the princes [Guelders was a 
duchy] a free people under their lawful Magistrate, as 
they were first created and born”.23

Even though such claims were usually voiced by pop
ular movements, they were often supported by local 
elites as well. This was, however, not necessarily the 
result of the popular character of Dutch local govern
ment. On the contrary, in both west and east there was 
a marked tendency towards oligarchy as time went on. 
During the eighteenth century it was not uncommon 
for two-thirds of the members of either council or 
magistracy to be a relative of other members or former 
members.24 Originally, members of the Holland town 
councils were leading businessmen. During the first 
half of the seventeenth century a majority of the Am
sterdam councillors was involved in long-distance 
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trade (Burke [1974] 58-60). The influential mayor 
Cornelis Pietersz. Hooft, for instance, divided his time 
between his public duties at town hall, and his 
financial preoccupations as grain merchant at the 
Amsterdam exchange (Gelder [1982]). From the 
second half of the seventeenth century onwards, 
however, the number of rentiers was rising rapidly 
and by the early eighteenth century most councillors 
were professional administrators and politicians.25 In 
the eastern towns, the merchants were never very 
prominent. Instead, the regional nobility, only rarely 
found on a council in the west, was well-represented. 
Particularly in the smaller towns, one might also 
expect shopkeepers and successful artisan entre
preneurs to make their way into the magistracy.26

The presence of so many councillors involved in 
trade obviously had an impact on local policies. Ac
cording to Hooft “our power and prosperity exists in 
the Imperium maris and international commerce” 
(Hooft [1871] 236). And indeed, this was never far 
from the minds of the Amsterdam ruling class. But 
other towns were equally protective of their economic 
interests. The prospects of profit for some towns and 
potential losses for others delayed the peace negotia
tions with Spain for many years. Towns would seek to 
attract new skills by offering attractive conditions of 
settlement for immigrant artisans (Hart [1993b] 115- 
19; Davids [1995] 167-83). The settled artisans were 
equally offered protection by an elaborate guild 
system. During the seventeenth century the number of 
guilds in the Netherlands rose more rapidly than ever 
before or after (Lourens & Lucassen [1994] 46 [table 
3]).

Such attempts to protect local economic interests were 
underpinned by the economic structures of the Dutch 
Republic. The great dynamic that made the seven
teenth century a Golden Age for the Dutch, was con
centrated primarily in the western parts of the country, 
especially in Holland. The Holland towns were to 
some extent each specialists in a specific trade or 
industry. Amsterdam, most obviously, was the city of 
international commerce. Its interests may have been 
concentrated in Europe, but the Amsterdam branch of 
the Dutch East India Company, for example, ensured 
important links with the Far East as well.27 Rotterdam, 
on the other hand, was home to an important commu
nity of English traders (Klein [1984]), an interest it 
shared with Middelburg in Zeeland, where the Dutch 
office of the Merchant Adventurers was located. Dor
drecht, close to Rotterdam, was strongly committed to 
the river trade along the rivers Rhine and Meuse, with 

the German and Waloon hinterlands of the Republic 
(Nusteling [1998] 149-69). In the North of Holland, 
enfranchised towns like Hoorn, Medemblik and Edam 
were concentrating on Scandinavia and the Baltic; 
shipping figures suggest that in the seventeenth cen
tury trade with these areas constituted from 64 to 86 
percent of their overall foreign trade (Lesger [1993] 
212 [table 4]).

The inland towns, on the other hand, were domi
nated by industry.28 Haarlem was the centre of Hol
land’s linen industry, and renowned throughout 
Europe for its bleaching (Regtdoorzee Greup-Rolda- 
nus [ 1936]). In the course of the seventeenth century 
Leiden became, together with Lyon in France, one of 
Europe’s leading industrial communities, thanks to its 
wool industry (Posthumus [1908-1939]). Gouda was 
famous for its long clay pipes, visible in many a pic
ture from the Dutch school of painting.29 Even in the 
arts, it has been observed, many medium and large
sized towns produced distinctive schools of painting, 
and some experts can determine the provenance of 
unsigned paintings by looking at the size of the 
canvas, which was specific to individual towns as 
well (Haak [1984]; Bijl [1996] 83-4). During the pro
tracted negotiations between the Dutch and Spain, 
that went on for most of the 1630s and ’40s, the Hol
land towns clashed bitterly over the economic condi
tions of a peace treaty. Every town tried to ensure that 
its economic interests would not be jeopardized.30 
Similarly, an overhaul of Holland’s tax system, neces
sary after the province became overburdened with 
debt during the wars against Louis XIV, foundered on 
the diverging economic interests of the towns. ’1

This specialisation, however, was predicated on 
intensive cooperation. In their recent survey of the 
Dutch economy in the early modern period, Jan de 
Vries and Ad van der Woude observe how the 
“numerous cities formed a complex of interdepend
ence”. They go on to claim that Dutch economic suc
cess and indeed its modernity were to an important 
extent the result of “its diversified structure and 
advanced division of labor”.32 These simultaneous, 
and of course closely related, phenomena of speciali
zation and integration found concrete spatial expres
sion during the first half of the seventeenth century, 
when a dense network of specially dug canals was 
created, connecting the towns of the west, and 
allowing for the establishment of regular boat serv
ices. Although the towing boats crossed substantial 
stretches of countryside, by far the most common 
journey went from one town to another. In the second 
half of the seventeenth century the system was 
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capable of producing 374,000 passenger-kilometers 
every day. During the 1660s, the service between 
Haarlem and Leiden, towns with a combined popula
tion of about 100,000, carried on average 136,000 
passengers annually.33

In spite of the economic integration, the outward 
appearance of each individual town in Holland was 
still that of a self-contained world. The boundary 
between rural and urban areas was clearly visible, and 
towns could only be entered through a limited number 
of guarded gates, that would be locked at nightfall. As 
most early modem European towns, of course, those 
of the Dutch Republic were fortified. The main excep
tion was the country’s seat of government, The 
Hague, that could claim to be a town given the 
number of its inhabitants, but lacked formal urban 
status (Wagenaar [1998] 215-18).

Urban defences were first developed during the 
Middle Ages, but were renovated at regular intervals. 
The trace italienne, the earthen defence works that 
began to replace medieval walls from the late fifteenth 
century onwards, was first introduced in the Nether
lands in the city of Utrecht during the 1530s (Bruijn & 
Reinders [1967] 8-9). Other towns followed suit. 
Moreover, whenever towns extended their territory 
during the growth spurt of the seventeenth century, 
they made sure to build new defences.34 Whereas 
metropoles like Paris and London allowed their sub
urbs to expand beyond the walls,35 Amsterdam made 
sure its defensive ring was expanded at regular inter
vals.36 This was not done with an exclusively military 
purpose in mind, because extending the ramparts also 
allowed the city government of Amsterdam to incor
porate the population growth, new industries, and so 
on, that were springing up in the suburbs. Hence, the 
rise of a rival “counter-town” outside the walls was 
prevented.37

In the Middle Ages, urban fortifications had to a 
large extent kept pace with the capacities of the urban 
population to defend itself. Warfare was still only 
semi-professional, with the princes relying on tempo
rary levies of peasants and guildsmen to make up the 
numbers. In many towns, guilds were relied upon to 
deliver the men. Special shooting guilds provided 
training for the well-to-do, who would commnand the 
urban units. The introduction of fire-arms was going 
to change all that. Not only were the medieval straight 
walls useless against canon - hence their replacement 
by in-depth earthen rings - but it also entailed a com
plete professionalization of the military themselves, 
and a sharp rise in taxation to pay for this. The Mili

tary Revolution changed the face of warfare in 
Europe, and indeed the world, forever.38 During the 
early stages of the Dutch Revolt, however, urban mili
tias were still important as defence forces. When 
Leiden was besieged by Spanish forces in 1573-4, 
during what turned out to be one of the longest sieges 
of the entire war, the backbone of the defence was 
provided by the civic militias (Israel [1995] 181). The 
Union of Utrecht in 1579 assumed that the army 
might be built around the militia forces (Spits [1979] 
184-98). The urban militias were actually reorganized 
in those years to extend their recruitment base to all 
the male population (Knevel [1994] 92-111). But the 
Dutch were not to escape the overwhelming pressure 
to professionalize. Soon Dutch commanders were 
making a name for themselves as the innovators of 
drill, tactics, and so on, all based on the availability of 
professional, i.e. mercenary, troops.39

As a consequence, civic militias were reduced to 
auxiliary troops. As such they were called upon in 
times of crisis. However, during the 1672 invasion, 
they performed less than impressively. Many towns 
simply opened their gates to the advancing French 
armies, often without firing a shot. Civic militias 
made themselves more useful as police forces during 
the night, when they patrolled the town. Riots were 
often put down by militia forces. Perhaps most impor
tant, the civic militias helped sustain a sense of com
munity among the urban middle classes in many 
Dutch towns. Significantly, the same word (burger, or 
burgher) was used to denote both citizens and militia
men. On ceremonial occasions the militias repre
sented the urban community. In times of political 
crisis the militias became a political platform for the 
middle classes, to organize opposition to the regent 
regime, draw up a programme of demands to be put 
before the council, and if necessary force this upon the 
authorities. In 1672, and again in 1748, the council in 
many a town was dismissed by the militias. During 
the prolonged turmoil of the 1780s the militias were 
again prominent elements in the popular revolt.40

The civic militias were no longer a match for the 
professionals who had come to dominate European 
warfare. Urban defences defined urban against rural 
territory. However, the urban ramparts were no longer 
the expression of an independent military capacity. 
Dutch towns at the time of the Republic would not 
have their own professional troops.41 Militarily, as 
much as economically, Dutch towns had been inte
grated into a broader framework.
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The Decline of Dutch Urban Autonomy
Like every state, the Dutch Republic had to face cer
tain difficulties that might, at some point, cause 
serious disruption. From the point of view of state
making, the Republic was liable to at least three 
potential problems. First of all, it was a relatively 
small country. Although this was not unusual in early 
modern Europe, during the Age of Absolutism the 
trend was definitely in the direction of larger units. 
Moreover, several of the Republic’s neighbours were 
large, consolidated states. In terms of population Eng
land was about five times as big as the Dutch 
Republic, and had a tradition of centralized govern
ment. Spain, firmly established in the Southern 
Netherlands until the early eighteenth century, was a 
global power that gave up its claims on Dutch 
territory only in 1648. Further south, France was 
about ten times as populous as the Republic, and bent 
on territorial expansion.

The second problem was that the Dutch economy 
was to an uncomfortable extent dependent on export 
markets, precisely in those powerful neighbouring 
countries. A third problem was the potential ineffec
tiveness of the Dutch constitution. As described 
above, the Dutch state was built on a delicate balance 
of cooperation and urban autonomy. As long as the 
component parts of the state, i.e. provinces and towns, 
would work together for a common cause, the state 
machinery could function properly. But if the compo
nent parts worked at crosspurposes, as during the pro
tracted peace negotiations with Spain, there was really 
no power within the Dutch state capable of breaking 
the deadlock.

During the Republic’s heyday, however, i.e. most of 
the seventeenth century, these problems, for various 
reasons, did not become immediately acute. Other 
states were locked in international or domestic strug
gles, or a combination of both. The Thirty Years’ War 
(1618-48) in Germany absorbed the energies of Habs
burg Austria, Sweden, France and Spain, whereas the 
Dutch managed to become only marginally involved. 
France had gone through a period of prolonged tur
moil during the Wars of Religion (1559-98), and then 
had to come to terms with a succession crisis and 
major rebellion (the Fronde) during the minority of 
Louis XIV (1643-61). England was plunged into a 
Civil War (1641-60) when King and Parliament came 
to blows over taxation, religion and their respective 
authorities in general.42

This, of course, is not to suggest that the Dutch 
were not facing any military threats. On the contrary, 
like most other European states in the seventeenth 

century the Dutch Republic was almost permanently 
at war. Before 1609, and again between 1621 and 
1648, Spain still tried to recoup its loss of the 
Northern Low Countries. And although Dutch armies 
were able to win more territory from the Spanish 
Netherlands - notably in the Duchy of Brabant - than 
the other way around, Spanish troops at times man
aged to make dangerous inroads on Dutch territory 
(Israel [1982]). After peace was finally concluded 
with Spain, no less than three naval wars were fought 
between England and the Republic between 1651 and 
1674 (Jones [1996]). From 1672 onwards the Dutch 
were Louis XIV’s main opponent on the continent. 
For a long time, however, the Dutch body politic was 
able to cope with these pressures. Holland’s public 
debt increased steadily during the first three quarters 
of the seventeenth century, but so did the tax revenue, 
due to real growth in the economy.43

Economic problems faced by other countries, partly 
as a result of the political crises, allowed the Dutch to 
penetrate foreign markets without much opposition.44 
This in turn enabled the Dutch to grow rich and 
finance a substantial army and fleet that allowed them 
to win independence from Spain, but also to intervene 
strategically when they felt their economic interests 
were at stake. Thus, struggles over the Sound straits 
between Denmark and Sweden, gateway to the vitally 
important Baltic, provoked Dutch military interven
tions in 1645 and 1656-59 (Israel [1989] 148-49, 219- 
21). And while the other powers were fighting each 
other, the Dutch amassed an overseas empire in the 
first half of the seventeenth century, establishing 
themselves in Asia, Africa, South and North America, 
and even in the Arctic (Boxer [1965]).

The combination of a growing economy and out
side pressure as a consequence of war was very bene
ficial to the delicate balance of the Dutch political 
system. Economic prosperity implied that towns were 
capable of meeting their fiscal obligations, without 
foregoing their autonomy. The external pressures of 
the wars at the same time created a sense of urgency, 
forcing the towns and provinces to work together.

In the late seventeenth century, however, the system 
started to come apart at the seams.45 Other countries 
were settling their internal differences and looking 
abroad for new challenges. In 1672 England and 
France, together with the Bishop of Münster in Ger
many, attacked the Republic from three sides. Almost 
half the country’s territory was occupied by the 
summer. The lack of military resistance provoked a 
fierce crisis that brought back the Orange stadholders, 
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excluded from office since 1650.46 Moreover, the 
stadholder gained substantial new powers, which 
allowed him to dominate provincial, and even local 
politics, in four out of the seven provinces.47

The wars against France, that would continue 
almost without interruption from 1672 until 1713, 
were highly expensive. To an important extent, the 
Dutch war effort had always been financed through 
the credit of the States of Holland, i.e. the Holland 
towns (Hart [1993a] ch. 6). In 1648 Holland owed 125 
million guilders. By 1679 this had increased to 160 
million, but by 1713 Holland was 214 million in debt, 
and in 1740 this had risen to 339 million. The 
interest burden per head doubled between the 1670s 
and 1720.48 In the 1720s, more than half of Holland’s 
revenue had to be spent on debt service (Liesker 
[1985] 155 [table 3]). The financial crisis was not 
limited to Holland alone. The Union had to suspend 
payment of interest for nine months in 1715, and then 
forced its creditors to accept a reduced interest rate 
(Aalbers [1980] 3). As a consequence, the Republic 
was unable to sustain the military establishment that 
helped protect its vital interests. Whereas the Dutch 
army had numbered 100,000 during the War of the 
Spanish Succession (1701-13), it was first reduced to 
40,000 when peace was concluded, and then to little 
more than 30,000. Even though this number was later 
raised again, it was insufficient to continue the role of 
Great Power (Aalbers [1986] 8, 10-12).

These events took place against the backdrop of an 
economic climate that was changing from favourable 
to difficult. The reversal of the so-called secular trend 
in prices in the course of the 1660s proved a turning 
point in the economy. On top of domestic frictions, 
foreign countries were actively seeking to protect 
their markets against Dutch competition. In this situa
tion of mounting economic problems, the public debt 
was providing an alternative for the capital that was 
still abundantly available in the Republic. But instead 
of opening new markets, and developing new tech
nologies, Dutch capitalists were now turning into ren
tiers (Vries & Woude [1997] 673-83).

Such developments had a serious impact on the 
position of towns in Dutch society. Economically, 
many towns, especially in the west, were faced with 
declining shipping and industry, and hence with a 
reduction in the number of inhabitants. In some cases 
the drop was dramatic. Leiden’s population was 
halved between 1672 and 1748, while at the same 
time Delft lost a third of its people (Israel [1995] 1007 
[table 44]). Only Amsterdam, where many economic 
activities became concentrated, remained steady, at 

about 200,000 (Vries [1968] 40-1). Thus, Ams
terdam’s economic preponderance, always signifi
cant, became even more obvious.

Initially, this loss of economic power did not spill 
over into the political realm. As stadholder William 
III died without male issue, in 1702, leaving only a 
distant cousin as heir, many provinces, Holland 
included, felt no need to appoint a new stadholder. In 
the provinces where the court’s heavy hand had been 
particularly oppressive, urban populations demanded 
a restoration of local independence.49 This restoration 
was accompanied by problems in the political centre 
of the state. After the War of the Spanish Succession 
had seriously overstretched public finances, it was 
decided that the Republic could no longer afford to go 
to war. However, war had been one of the mainstays 
of the Dutch political machinery. The urgency of war 
could help the provinces overcome their differences. 
Now that this pressure was taken off, local parti
cularism had free reign. Financial reforms, deemed 
necessary by everyone, could not be introduced 
because the provinces and towns were unable to 
divide the burden. Amsterdam in particular was 
intransigent. It got so bad that one of the Republic’s 
leading politicians complained to a French diplomat, 
“that in order to get his financial projects accepted, he 
wished the Republic did not suppose that peace 
abroad was assured”.50

In 1747 the Republic’s borders were once again 
violated by French troops. In the emergency, all 
provinces decided to accept a new stadholder, who 
was inaugurated as William IV. He received the spe
cial powers that had been granted to his predecessor in 
1674, and more on top of that. As a consequence, the 
Orange court was able to control political appoint
ments in the towns of all provinces save Holland. On 
paper, local autonomy was retained, but in practice a 
well-organized network of patronage created infor
mally the centralization that the Dutch Republic had 
so far lacked (Gabriels [1990]).

The new system was severely shaken during the 
1780s. Amsterdam and several other towns had 
expressed support for the American rebels in their 
War of Independence, against the official policy of the 
Dutch government. The English took revenge by 
declaring war on the Republic in 1780, and com
pletely humiliating their opponents. Critics of the 
stadholder, by now William V, claimed that this 
demonstrated how the court’s system of patronage 
was a corruption of the country’s original constitu
tion.51 As one famous contemporary pamphlet des
cribed it, this constitution had “a certain degree of 
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soundness, of perfection, yes even clarity”.52 These 
wonderful qualities were embedded in three key ele
ments of the republican constitution: its foundation 
upon the sovereignty of the people, the fact that all 
separate parts of society (i.e. the towns) could look 
after their own business, and because these con
stituencies were small, they provided the best guar
antee for the maintenance of liberty (Ibid., 9-11). In 
the years 1785-7 towns throughout the country threw 
off the “Orange yoke”, to restore their ancient liber
ties, that is to say local autonomy. Just when it seemed 
the revolution was going to succeed, the army under 
Orange leadership and with the help of his brother-in- 
law, the King of Prussia, restored the old order. Towns 
became once more subject to control from The Hague.

The defeat of the revolution sent many of its advo
cates into exile in France. There they could ponder 
their own predicament and compare it to the success 
of the French Revolution. Many a Dutch revolu
tionary seems to have concluded that the “urban 
model” had failed.53 When in the winter of 1794-5 
French armies conquered the Dutch Republic and sent 
the stadholder into exile, provincial and urban 
autonomy was once again on the agenda. But among 
the revolutionary vanguard a substantial minority now 
favoured a strengthening of the centre. Holland more
over hoped to shift part of its burden of public debt 
onto the other provinces. Even before a revolutionary 
constitution was accepted, it was decided that public 
finances would be nationalized (Pfeil [1998] 166, 
176). This proved to be a first step towards a complete 
overhaul of the Dutch state.

In January 1798, radicals seized power with the 
help of French army.54 They immediately declared 
their government to be the only legal power in the 
state, while provincial and local institutions were 
reduced to “exclusively administrative bodies” (quoted 
in Prak (1999) 233). A centralizing constitution was 
swiftly accepted by an electorate thoroughly purged 
of political opponents of the new regime. Even though 
the radicals were already pushed aside by a moderate 
group in the summer, the centralizing constitution 
remained in force. One by one the old elements of 
urban autonomy were replaced by national insti
tutions. Local civic militias were disbanded; their 
place was taken by a National Civic Guard. After a 
long struggle the guilds were dismantled. Town 
governments lost their judiciary capacities to newly 
established law courts that worked according to 
national, as opposed to local laws. Regional and local 
taxation was incorporated into a national tax system 

and henceforth the local authorities were accountable 
to the government in The Hague.55

It was not as if the towns did not put up a fight. 
Amsterdam fiercely resisted the abolition of the 
guilds.56 In the city of Den Bosch, the municipal 
council in 1803 refused to submit for approval by the 
electorate a new regulation for local government, as it 
had been designed by the provincial authorities. 
Whereas an original draft, approved by the town’s 
rulers, had contained numerous references to the tra
ditions of local independence, maintained local justice 
as a preserve of the municipal council, and also 
included various kinds of local eccentricities to under
line Den Bosch’s independence, the provincial re
writing had scrapped all references to the past, 
referred local justice to a separate set of institutions no 
longer within the grasp of local elites, and brought 
Den Bosch’s regulations into line with those of other 
communities, urban as well as rural. Two members of 
the provincial States came to address a specially con
vened meeting of the council, to inform the members 
that their protest was futile. These two men came from 
local families, and even hinted at their personal ap
proval of the town’s resistance. Nonetheless, they had 
to inform the council that if they persisted, all 
measures had been taken to ensure the referendum 
would take place, “but also that such measures have 
been taken, of which the sorry consequences will 
come down upon the heads of the members and rela
tives of this council - and which they will come to 
regret” (Prak [1999] 253-7, quote on 257). By 1814, 
when the French had been thrown out of the country 
and the Kingdom of the Netherlands established, Dutch 
local autonomy was, to all effects, forever terminated.

A Country of 57 City-States?
In the autumn of 1729, the French baron de la Brède 
toured the Dutch Republic. Unsurprisingly, given his 
interest in political institutions, the baron took notes 
on what he saw, and learned from conversations with 
the natives. Moreover, he took pains to read about the 
country, very likely in a recently published volume by 
his compatriot Janiçon, on the Etat Présent de la Ré
publique des Provinces Unies. When baron de la 
Brède, who is better known under his family name 
Montesquieu, came round to writing the Esprit des 
lois (1748) that would make him famous, he evidently 
went back to his notes. From Janiçon, for example, he 
borrowed the idea of the Dutch Republic as a federa
tion of “about fifty republics, all very different the one 
from the other”.57
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Fig. 1. The United Provinces in the Golden Age (Israel [1995] 592).

The preceding pages have made it clear that in 
important aspects this analysis came close to the 
Dutch reality. Dutch towns were fortified and should, 
on paper at least, have been capable of defending 
themselves. Dutch towns had strong economic 
identities. They were to a large extent self-governing. 
And last but not least, they saw themselves as 
independent political actors, accountable to no-one 
but themselves.

At the same time, we learned how all these state
ments are in need of serious qualification. The Mili
tary Revolution had raised the scale of warfare drama
tically and Dutch towns could only hope to survive 
through close cooperation. Economic specialization 
implied dependence on other towns, both as cus
tomers and suppliers. Self-government was hardly 
ever complete: many towns were subject to interfer
ence by the higher authorities, be it stadholder or 
States assembly, and all towns had to reckon with the 
demands made on them by the federal structure of the 
Republic. Thus, the Dutch towns were certainly not 
independent city-states. Foreign policy was the pre
rogative of the federal institutions, and if Amsterdam 
allowed itself an independent position, this could only 

be executed with the silent approval of the other Hol
land towns. With some modifications, one might say 
that at least the enfranchised towns possessed internal 
sovereignty and could therefore be classified as city- 
state members of a federation, as defined in the intro
duction of this book {supra 17). On the other hand, 
the towns were not represented directly in the 
Republic’s institutions, the federation was not one of 
independent towns, but of independent provinces. In 
the absence of a one-to-one relationship between 
“city” and “republic”, as presupposed in the ideal
type city-state culture, we should perhaps consider the 
Dutch Republic as a borderline case.

The impact of towns on Dutch society, however, 
was such that one might claim it to be part of the city- 
state culture which also comprised large parts of Ger
many, Switzerland and Italy. In this whole area, levels 
of urbanization went hand in hand with political frag
mentation.58 States, and more specifically towns, in 
this “central urban belt” in Europe were looking at 
each other for examples and inspiration. Thus, Venice 
was an important role-model for Dutch republican 
theories, while the Swiss self-consciously tried to 
copy Dutch army reforms because they thought these 
were easily adaptable to their own confederacy.59 In 
this European city belt, a variety of city-state types of 
polities survived into the Age of Absolutism.60 There 
is no doubt that all the more or less independent towns 
in the area were struggling to come to terms with the 
increase in scale that took place in European society, 
particularly in warfare. The Dutch Republic’s consti
tution was designed to meet this challenge, by com
bining local autonomy with a concerted foreign 
policy. The result was a delicate balance between par
ticularism and coordination. During most of the 
seventeenth century this proved to be a potent mix, 
which allowed the Dutch to simultaneously mobilize 
capital and back up their economic expansion with 
military force.61 In the eighteenth century the system 
became entangled in its own contradictions. When at 
the very end of the century a new round of state 
expansion was initiated by the French revolutionary 
armies, the Dutch urban model was finally aban
doned.

Notes
1. Some have suggested that the Republic, or its main region Hol

land, was a confederation of city-states: Masterson (1975) 27- 
41; Aalbers (1980) 67.

2. I will use Dutch Republic, or the Netherlands, to indicate the 
territory, and state established on that territory, of what was to 
become the modem Kingdom of the Netherlands. In the south. 
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what is now Belgium, is referred to as the Spanish, and later 
Austrian Netherlands. Taken together, these two countries are 
called the Low Countries.

3. Still another approach consists in using the presence or absence 
of military defences as indicator for the urban character of a set
tlement: cf. Stoob (1988) 25-54. Or a city might be defined as a 
nucleated settlement in which the majority of the population is 
engaged in non-agricultural work. The latter definition requires 
a type of information that is, however, not consistently avail
able for the period under discussion.

4. Particularly in de Vries (1984) 29 (table 3.1) and 39 (table 3.7). 
For the Netherlands de Vries’ data (271) should be supple
mented with Lourens & Lucassen (1997).

5. As ibid. 57 (table 4.3) shows, lowering the threshold to 5,000 
would almost double the number of towns, but only raise the 
urban percentage in the Dutch population in 1795 from 28.8 to 
35.

6. Pols (1888) xvii-xx; also van Deursen (1993) 391-403.
7. Post-Roman urbanization is discussed in Verhulst (1999), 

which deals almost exclusively with the Low Countries.
8. Blockmans (1980) 162. Although the Flemish towns displayed 

tendencies of city-state formation, they never actually reached 
that point, but remained “bargaining metropoles” within a 
system of princely rule: Blockmans (1994) 228-33.

9. Quoted after Herbert Rowen (1972) 70. See also Groenveld & 
Leeuwenberg (1979).

10. The Dutch Republic’s institutions are discussed in Israel (1995) 
ch. 13.

11. The mechanisms of regional government are discussed in Bruin 
(1991) 151-200.

12. The Frisian constitution is explained in Faber (1970) 39-65.
13. For poor relief, see Spaans (1997). As far as guilds are con

cerned this point will be demonstrated in the PhD-thesis of R. 
Mud, to be expected in 2001.

14. For Zeeland’s constitution, see Kluiver (1998) 15-34.
15. Significantly, the provinces talked of each other as “allies”, thus 

emphasizing their own independence: Rowen (1972) 19Iff.
16. Israel (1982), for instance, contains numerous references to the 

impact of towns on national politics.
17. Cf. Gabriels (1985) 47; Gabriels (1990) 15-16.
18. The practice of these local governments is described in detail in 

Jongste (1984) 68-83; Kooijmans (1985) 29-30; Jong (1986) 
25-8; Prak (1986) 30-5; See also Price (1994) 19-31.

19. Descriptions of the urban constitutions of eastern Towns in: 
Brake (1989) 24-5; Duinkerken (1990) 25-31; Streng (1997) 
95-119.

20. Quoted in Prak (1994) 61. Original from 1788.
21. Voorstel aan Dordrechts burgery, en inzonderheid aan Dekenen 

van de onderscheiden Gilden aldaar, etc. (Knüttel [1908-16] 
20907).

22. Rapport van de Commissie uit Raad en Gemeente tot de Burger 
Bezwaren, en Concept Reglement van Regeering voor de stad 
Zwol (Zwolle 1787) (Knüttel [1908-16] 21732). Also Streng 
(1997) 402-28.

23. Deductie van de regten ende privilegien der vrye Stadt Arnhem, 
het Collegie van de Geswoore Gemeente, Gildens, Borgerye 
ende Ingesetenen van dien competerende ; ofte apologie van de 
wettige Regeringe, na de oude gronden van de vrye Stadt 
Arnhem (Arnhem 1703) (Knüttel [1908-16] 15033) quotes on 
pp. 4, 8, and 9 respectively. See also Dixhoom (1997). A sum
mary of this thesis has been published as Dixhoorn (1999).

24. Prak (1994) 74-7, 82; Dijk & Roorda (1976) 76-102.

25. Kooijmans (1985) 97; Jong (1986) 98; Prak (1986) 112.
26. Streng (1997) 178-92; Duinkerken (1990) 100-101.
27. There is no modem economic history of Amsterdam and its fate 

was so inextricably intertwined with that of the Republic as a 
whole, that it is usually discussed within that context: see there
fore such general works as Israel (1989) and Vries & Woude 
(1997). Compare Knotter (1995) 197-220.

28. Dutch industrial development is discussed in Noordegraaf 
(1993) 131-57; and Vries & Woude 1997, ch. 8.

29. On smoking: Schama (1987) 196-207.
30. Israel (1979); reprinted in Israel (1990).
31. Aalbers (1980) 2-19. Further evidence of inter-city rivalry is 

provided by Aten (1995).
32. Vries & Woude (1997) 696-7. Cf. also Israel (1989) 415.
33. Vries (1981) 67 (table 3.4), 86-7, 249 (table 9.4), 260 (table 9.6) 

and passim.
34. Urban planning in the early Republic was heavily dominated by 

military considerations: Taverne (1978) 49-109.
35. On Paris, Roche (1987) 11-14; on London Pearl (1990) 139-65; 

Boulton (1987).
36. See the map in Gelder & Kistemaker (1982) 66-7.
37. The impact of such a “counter-town” is discussed in Kaplan 

(1988) 353-78.
38. Parker (1988); also Hale (1985); Tallett (1992).
39. See the essays collected Hoeven (1998).
40. On the militias in general: Knevel (1994). About their role as 

opposition forces also Boone & Prak (1995) 113-24.
4L Exceptionally, during a serious crisis that brought the country to 

the brink of civil war in 1617-18, mercenary troops, so-called 
waardgelders, were raised by individual towns. Significantly, 
The Hague, which was not a town, raised waardgelders on 
other occasions as well: Wagenaar (1998).

42. For a survey of these developments: Bonney (1991) ch. 4. Also 
Rabb (1975).

43. Hart (1997) 21 (fig. 2.5), 32 (fig. 2.8).
44. The debate about the seventeenth-century crisis can be fol

lowed in the pages of Aston (1965) and Parker & Smith (1978). 
For the economic aspects in particular, also Vries (1976).

45. These issues are also discussed in Hart (1995) 76-85.
46. The crisis is described in detail in Roorda (1961), summarized 

in Roorda (1967).
47. In Guelders, Overijssel and Utrecht, these powers were newly 

introduced in 1674; in Zeeland the Orange dynasty traditionally 
controlled provincial politics: Roorda (1979) 85-109.

48. Fritschy (1988) 40 (table 1.3), 66 (table 2.3).
49. Wertheim & Wertheim-Gijse Weenink (1976); Bijl (1981).
50. Aalbers (1977) 92; also Aalbers (1980), chs. 1-3.
51. This so-called Patriot crisis is the subject of an extensive litera

ture. For a survey in English, see Sas (1992) 91-119. Local 
developments are discussed in, for instance, Brake (1989); Prak 
(1991); Prak (1999).

52. Ontwerp om de Republiek door eene heilzaame vereeniging van 
regent en burger van binnen gelukkig en van buiten gedugt te 
maaken (Leyden 1785) 9.

53. As is evident in Sas (1989) 622-37.
54. The story is told by Schama (1977) chs. 5-7.
55. These developments are discussed more extensively in Prak 

(1999).
56. Boer (1932) 129-49, 225-45; also Wiskerke (1938).
57. Montesquieu (1951) book 9, ch. 1, note a, p. 370.
58. This idea is further discussed in Isaacs & Prak (1996) 207-34. 

The original observation of the coincidence of towns and polit- 
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ical fragmentation was made by Rokkan (1975) 567-77. It was 
further developed by Tilly (1990). See also Tilly & Blockmans 
(1994).

59. Haitsma Mulier (1980); Peyer (1978) 94-5.
60. An introduction is provided by Mackenney (1989) esp. 30-52.
61. This seems to me the real point of Israel (1989).
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The City-State in Spring-and-Autumn China

Mark Edward Lewis

The Spring-and-Autumn period (771-481 B.C.) was 
the age of the city-state in China. These three cen
turies mark the transition between the collapse of the 
last Bronze Age monarchy and the rise of powerful 
macro-states based on universal military service, the 
so-called Warring States. During the Spring-and- 
Autumn period the drainage basin of the Yellow River 
was divided into hundreds of small states, most of 
which consisted of a single city and its immediate hin
terland. There were also several larger states con
taining multiple cities, but these cities - usually the 
sites of secondary courts controlled by collateral lines 
of the ruling house - enjoyed considerable autonomy. 
Cities in this period were physically divided into sep
arate districts devoted to political and religious activ
ities, artisan’s workshops, and residences. There were 
also key public sites - the markets, major squares, the 
schools, the courtyards adjacent to the ancestral tem
ples - in which nobles and citizens routinely met and 
discussed political affairs, and where the people 
assembled to make or to support major decisions in 
times of crisis. The population was divided into at 
least three major social groupings: nobles, free citi
zens, and a non-free group consisting of slaves and 
aliens. The first two groups served in the chariot
based armies that fought in the endemic, small-scale 
wars of the period. They were also the key actors in 
the struggles for control of the government that often 
led to civil conflict. It was institutional innovations to 
strengthen these armies and armed factions that led to 
the rise of the great states forged through conquest, 
and brought an end to the city-state as a political form 
in China.

This paper will sketch the characteristics of these 
Chinese city-states and their encompassing political 
structure and culture. I have organized the exposition 
around the common characteristics of city-states as 
listed in the introduction to this volume. To avoid 
excessive fragmentation, I have grouped the character
istics under four rubrics: the origins of the city- 
states and of their common “city-state culture” in the 
Shang and Zhou monarchies, their size and distribu
tion, the system of interstate politics that linked them 

together, and their internal social structure. This final 
rubric will also include a brief discussion of their 
characteristic cultic and ritual forms. As will be 
shown, the Chinese case exhibits virtually all the traits 
by which Hansen defines the city-state, although like 
Chinese socialism it has its own distinctive character
istics. In the conclusion, I will briefly consider the 
reasons why the age of the city-states had little impact 
on the later history of imperial China.

Origins and Common Culture
The city-states of Spring-and-Autumn China emerged 
from the collapse of an earlier city-state kingdom, the 
Western Zhou (ca. 1045-771 B.C.). Their emergence 
as the predominant form of political organization was 
a direct outgrowth of the structure of the earlier Shang 
(ca. 1600 - ca. 1045 B.C.) and Zhou states. These 
states had both been organized as leagues of cities that 
controlled only their immediate hinterlands. The 
leagues were held together by the power and prestige 
of the Shang or Zhou monarchs, so when the Zhou 
monarchy collapsed in 771 B.C. the league of Zhou 
cities rapidly broke up into a system of city-states that 
alternately engaged in warfare and formed alliances. 
These city-states shared a common elite culture 
derived from the practices of the Zhou royal court.

Urbanism in China had an ancient history. Neo
lithic villages of pit houses with thatched roofs had 
been built on loess mounds along the Yellow River 
since at least 5000 B.C. The second millennium B.C. 
witnessed the appearance of large, defensive walls 
constructed from tamped earth, as well as the division 
of the walled cities into ceremonial centers for tem
ples and palaces, quarters inhabited by lineages of 
artisans who produced ritual or luxury goods, and 
residential areas (Chang [1986] 114-20, 248-9, 286-8, 
303, 322-39, 362-3). These settlements in turn were 
ultimately linked into a polity under the Shang kings. 
However, the written evidence regarding the Shang 
state - the divination records found at the royal 
necropolis in the last Shang capital at Anyang - dates 
from several centuries after the establishment of the 
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dynasty. Consequently the origins of the state and its 
links to the rise of urbanism are not clear. The func
tioning of the state at its peak, however, can be recon
structed.

The nature of the late Shang state has been most 
carefully studied by David Keightley. Through exam
ining the oracle records he has determined whom the 
king could command, what services he could demand 
of them, where he could proceed without opposition, 
to whom and with whom he would offer sacrifice, 
from whom he suffered threats and attacks, and 
related questions. In this way he has achieved a 
detailed account of the Shang state in terms of the 
actions of its ruler and his subjects (Keightley [1983] 
523-58).

The Shang state, as reconstructed by Keightley, 
formed a web of walled settlements that accepted the 
king’s commands. As Chang Kwang-chih has shown, 
the inhabitants of these towns were organized into one 
or more consanguineal kin groups (zm) that served as 
military units and performers of sacrifice to their 
shared ancestor (Chang [1980] 158-65). Scattered 
among the towns that obeyed the Shang were many 
settlements, called fang, that were routinely in a state 
of low-level conflict or open war with the Shang. A 
notable example are the pre-dynastic Zhou, who first 
appear in the Shang inscriptions as enemies to be 
fought, then become allies to be commanded, and 
finally disappear from the record in what appears to 
be a geographic contraction of Shang activities late in 
the dynasty (Keightley [1983] 529-32, 543, 545; Hsu 
and Linduff [1988] 41-9). Thus the Shang state was 
actually a thin network of pathways and encampments 
along which the king moved or sent his commands, 
surrounded by regions that never saw the king or his 
messengers, and peoples who figure in the Shang 
records only as enemies in battle and sources of 
human sacrifice. It was not a continuous, territorial 
state, but a city-state kingdom, a league of towns 
allied by kinship or shared religious practice, towns 
which were dispersed amidst alien and hostile settle
ments.

A leading Japanese scholar, Akatsuka Kiyoshi, has 
developed a theory of the Shang state which would 
explain the emergence of such a structure. Basing 
himself on the proven principle that men’s names 
were drawn from their places of origins, he has shown 
that many of the chief diviners in the early records 
came from allied cities in the Shang confederation, 
that several early kings in the royal genealogy origi
nated in allied tribes or settlements, and that many of 
the gods sacrificed to by the Shang were originally the 

local gods of allied cities. The pre-dynastic Zhou sim
ilarly incorporated Shang ancestors into r/zezr pan
theon (Hsu and Linduff [1988] 48-9). On the basis of 
these observations he has argued that the Shang state 
originated from a world of tribes or clans, each having 
its own walled settlement, its own rulers, its own holy 
places and its own local spirits. The Shang court was 
created through a union of several such clans. Indeed, 
as indicated by the placing of “alien” men or gods in 
the early generations of the Shang genealogy, the 
royal lineage itself may have been created through a 
fusion of tribal leaders. Groups who subsequently fell 
under Shang domination were drawn into the new 
state through the adoption of their leaders as diviners 
and the addition of their gods to the Shang pantheon. 
In this way kin ties, both real and ascriptive, and 
shared cult served to bind together a league of origi
nally autonomous towns or cities (Akatuska [1977]; 
Keightley [1982] 267-320).

Equally significantly, Keightley’s work has shown 
that the Shang king was constantly on the move. He 
routinely displayed his power by travelling, hunting, 
and inspecting along the pathways of his realm. As he 
moved over the landscape he sacrificed to local 
spirits, giving nourishment and receiving numinous 
power at each holy place, while renewing the reli
gious and kin ties that linked him to the other settle
ments in the league. Apart from the performance of 
rituals that spiritually incorporated the various local
ities of his realm, the king also went on regular hunts. 
Divinations regarding these hunts constitute a signifi
cant percentage, more than one third, of the surviving 
inscriptions. The hunts served for military training, 
for showing the flag, and as a means of securing booty 
to reward his followers, but they also seem to have 
been essential to feed and clothe the court. This sug
gests that the king did not have a sophisticated admin
istrative apparatus to extract taxes from a peasantry 
whose agricultural techniques had not changed since 
the Neolithic.

The fact that king could spend so much time away 
from the capital - one military campaign recon
structed in detail from multiple divinations kept the 
king in the field for more than three hundred days - 
also suggests that he was not primarily an adminis
trator. Indeed, power so itinerant in nature suggests 
that the capital may well have been a base of opera
tion, a cult center, a necropolis, or an artisanal center 
rather than a fixed administrative and redistributive 
center. This absence of administration is demonstrated 
by the fact that the king rarely delegated his power, 
and then only to relatives and immediate followers. 
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Armies were commanded by the king himself, his 
wives, or relatives from the Shang court. Moreover, 
the range of Shang divination was also tightly circum
scribed to his own kin, and included allies only where 
they were fighting together with Shang forces. The 
absence of delegation of authority and the narrow 
ambit of divinatory concerns both reinforce the im
pression that even in its own capital the Shang state 
remained an extended clan or lineage structure. This 
patrimonial state lacked any effective administrative 
apparatus, and in practice existed only where the king, 
his immediate relations, or the closest of his followers 
were present. Thus only the thinnest of threads held 
together the walled settlements that made up the 
Shang realm.

The Zhou inherited and in many ways extended the 
Shang model of the state as a league of cities bound 
together only by the power of the ruling house. 
Having conquered the entire Yellow River valley, they 
enfeoffed relatives or allies in walled towns scattered 
throughout their still restive realm. These cities occu
pied by the Zhou nobility functioned as armed gar
risons to control the conquered populations. They 
owed allegiance to the Zhou king, from whom they 
received titles and regalia in a ceremony at the royal 
ancestral temple, but they wielded religious and mili
tary authority within their own realms. Even the 
Shang kings were established in the city of Song, in 
order to maintain the sacrifices to the potent shades of 
the deceased kings (ltd [1975] 225-46; ltd [1987] 77- 
153; Hsu and Linduff [1988] 151-85; Lewis [1990] 
33-36, 54).

Because the Zhou relied on these walled towns 
occupied by relatives and allies to control their far- 
flung territories, it became a basic pattern of Zhou 
society that an armed nobility was based in the cities, 
surrounded by a countryside occupied by a servile 
peasantry. This geographic separation of nobility and 
free citizens from the peasantry became fundamental 
to Zhou society, which developed an elaborate vocab
ulary to distinguish and hierarchize the cities and their 
inhabitants, those dwelling in the villages immedi
ately around the cities who provided their food, and 
those who lived at great distances and played no role 
in the state (Lewis [1990] 54-58).

Like the Shang cities, those of the Zhou state were 
held together by the power and prestige of the 
monarch. As long as the king remained militarily 
supreme, and as long as his conquests provided new 
territory to award to his followers, the Zhou were able 
to dominate their feudatories, even shifting them from 
one place to another. However, expansion stopped 

after the death of King Zhao and the loss of his entire 
army in a disastrous southern campaign in 957 B.C. 
From that time on royal power declined as the kings 
increasingly secured allegiance and paid for offices 
through gifts of land that gradually whittled away 
their resources (Hsu and Linduff [1988] 278-86; 
Shaughnessy [1999] 322-31). With the seizure of the 
old capital by the Quan Rong and disaffected nobles 
in 771 B.C., and the transfer of the dynasty east to 
Luoyang under the protection of the rulers of Zheng 
and Jin, royal power vanished. All of the fiefs, most of 
them individual towns and their hinterlands, were left 
as de facto independent states.

However, while the Zhou had vanished as a ruling 
power, they survived as a cultural heritage. For rea
sons that will be discussed below, no fief dared claim 
the status of monarch, and the Zhou dynasty was pre
served as the ritual figurehead of a coalition of city- 
states. It was the heritage of the Zhou, and its histor
ical memory, that provided the common culture 
within which the city-states operated. I will here 
sketch a few elements of that culture.

One major element was the structure of the cities 
themselves. Some two dozen major cities of the 
Spring-and-Autumn period have been excavated but, 
as Nancy Steinhardt has shown, they are all of three 
basic types. All these cities were built with four-sided 
walls and included two separate walled areas: one for 
the government or ceremonial district, and one for the 
rest of the city. They vary only in whether the ceremon
ial area was placed at the center of the area defined 
by the outer wall, just inside the outer wall, or against 
it on the outside. This is clear evidence of a vision of 
proper urban structure that was shared throughout the 
Yellow River valley and even down to the Yangzi 
(Steinhardt [1990] 43-50).

A second element of common culture was the 
system of court music. A major part of ritual perform
ances, music performed on suspended bells and stones 
was common to the entire Zhou cultural area. Sets of 
bells discovered in recent tombs have shown that even 
in the cultural area of Chu, which was located in the 
Yangzi valley and had not been part of the Zhou state, 
the court had imported the same scales and presum
ably performance practices as those of the Zhou (von 
Falkenhausen [1993] 193-5, 318-20).

The same is true of another major element of Zhou 
ritual, the precious bronzes used for offerings of wine 
and food. While there were different regional casting 
traditions, they all operated within a common system 
of vessel types and decor. In addition to shared pat
terns in bronze decor, the ensembles of vessels buried 
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in tombs across the Spring-and-Autumn world shared 
a common system. The inscriptions on the bronzes 
from the period, although far less frequent than those 
of the Western Zhou, are also written in what amounts 
to a common script, although the inscriptions from 
Chu include many unusual graphs. This situation con
trasts with that of the subsequent Warring States 
period (481-221 B.C.), when several distinct regional 
graphic traditions had emerged (von Falkenhausen 
[1999] 463-501,509, 523,-5, 532-3, 537-9, 542-4).

Perhaps the most important shared cultural element 
was a certain community of language and literary her
itage. We have only tentative reconstructions of a 
spoken Zhou language, and major regional variations 
must have existed, but written sources indicate that 
members of various states were able to communicate 
with one another in their frequent personal travels, 
diplomatic missions, and interstate assemblies. Thus 
at least among members of the elite there must have 
been a lingua franca. One notable element of this 
lingua franca was composed of a substantial body of 
inherited verse. These poems, originally the lyrics of 
songs sung at the Western Zhou temple and court, 
enjoyed great prestige as part of a common cultural 
heritage, and they were routinely recited in exchanges 
between visitor and host as an indispensable element 
of diplomatic negotiations in the period (Lewis 
[1999b] 155-9).

Size and Distribution
Later overbuilding and lack of systematic excavations 
mean that we have little information about Spring- 
and-Autumn cities, apart from dimensions and shape 
of their tamped-earth walls. This evidence indicates 
that the larger cities were 8-9 sq. km., while some 
were one half or a quarter of that size. While we have 
no evidence for the populations of cities, references to 
the size of armies and to the populations of much 
physically larger cities from the Warring States period 
would suggest that a large city would have numbered 
in the tens of thousands, and that small ones would 
have had a few thousand people (Steinhardt [1990] 
43-50; Yang [1980] 95-8).

Major public buildings were rectangular, con
structed of wood, and had tamped-earth foundations. 
They seem to have been largely of a single story, and 
only towards the end of the period do we find evi
dence of attempts to build higher foundations for the 
multi-storied towers that became important in the 
Warring States period. In some cases large ceremonial 
buildings, sometimes associated with cemeteries, 

were located just outside the walls. The majority of 
the population, including some of the elite, still lived 
in semi-subterranean thatched rectangular or oval 
huts, much like those of the Neolithic period (von 
Falkenhausen [1999] 453-63).

Further evidence for considering the scale of these 
city-states can be derived from the number of city- 
states within a given area, the extent of their distribu
tion, and the size of their territory. Again we have no 
precise information on these questions, but there is a 
variety of evidence which can suggest orders of mag
nitude for a range of greater or lesser states. Most of 
this evidence comes from sources of the Warring 
States, but since some smaller city-states still existed 
in this period, and some now-lost records may have 
been available, they can provide indications of the 
number, scale, and variety of city-states that existed in 
the Spring-and-Autumn period.

A text from the third century A.D. states that in the 
time of the mythic ruler Yu there were 10,000 states, 
at the beginning of the Shang 3,000, at the beginning 
of the Zhou 1,713, and at the beginning of the Spring- 
and-Autumn period 1,200 (Dz wang shi ji [1964] 119). 
While the later figures have no known textual 
grounding and seem too high, the initial figure of 
10,000 (here a purely notional figure that would mean 
“myriad”, “many thousands”) states in the time of Yu 
appears in several texts from the middle and late War
ring States period (Zwo zhuan [1981] 1642; Shang shu 
[1976] 70). One of these adds the remark that “none of 
their walls exceeded [a circumference of] 750 meters, 
and even the most populous of them did not exceed 
three thousand households (Zhan guo ce [1985] 
678).” This indicates that as late as the middle of the 
Warring States period, scholars still understood the 
term “state” (guo) to apply to walled settlements that 
could be quite small. They projected recent political 
history, in which large states had absorbed numerous 
smaller ones, as a continuous process back into the 
distant past, thus imagining that at the beginning of 
this steady consolidation there must have been huge 
numbers of small city-states.

While this Warring States model of the shifting 
relation of urban settlement and political order 
demonstrates the survival of city-states as an idea into 
later centuries, it offers no insight into the actual 
number of states in the Spring-and-Autumn period. 
Most discussions of this problem begin with the 
research by the nineteenth-century scholar Gu 
Donggao, who in the process of compiling a table of 
the events of the period produced a list of all named 
states. Some twentieth-century scholars have supple- 
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merited the list, producing a total of 209 names 
(Kaizuka [1978b] 277-9). However, as Miyazaki 
Ichisada has demonstrated, Chinese scholars working 
in the sixth century A.D. had been able to identify 
many small towns that in the Han had been ranked 
below county (xzaw) level with earlier “states” of the 
Spring-and-Autumn period (Miyazaki [1978] 6-15). 
These towns were too small to figure in the political 
histories of the period, and many of them do not 
appear in the lists derived from Gu’s work. This indi
cates that the figure of approximately 200 city-states 
would refer only to those of some status or political 
significance. In addition to these larger city-states 
there were numerous towns that functioned as states, 
whether independent or subordinate, which were not 
important enough to be mentioned in chronicles.

A second important feature of distribution was that 
a handful of large states with several cities - Qi in the 
east, Jin in the north, Qin in the west, and Chu in the 
south - ringed the edges of the Chinese world. These 
few states, consequently, had room for expansion. 
Within this ring of larger states hundreds of other 
states were restricted to the western part of the flood 

plain of the Yellow River. On the basis of the number 
of known states and the area in which they were dis
tributed, Miyazaki Ichisada has calculated that the 
average distance between two significant city-states 
was between 90 and 100 km (Miyazaki [1957] 73). 
This is somewhat longer than the distance from 
Athens to Corinth. Many states, of course, were much 
closer than this, e.g., Lu and Teng were only 60 km 
apart.

Chinese texts from the Warring States provide fur
ther evidence regarding the dimensions of city-states. 
The Mencius asserts that a high-level feudal lord 
should have a territory of a square of 100 Zz (about 50 
km.) per side. Lesser lords should receive less. The 
figure of 100 li is obviously a round figure suggesting 
an order of magnitude. It appears elsewhere in the 
Mencius as the size of state from which the Shang and 
Zhou founders began their conquests, and is also cited 
in such legalist works as the Shang jun shu and the 
Guanzi as the size of a typical or average city-state. 
The Mencius also states that a state of less than 100 Zz 
per side would be unable to maintain the sacrifices of 
a proper ancestral temple. However, many lesser city-
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states were clearly smaller than this figure, and the 
Mencius describes the small state of Teng as having 
only 50 li per side (Mengzi [1974] 40, 105, 128, 130, 
189, 402, 502; Shang jun [19741 308; Guanzi [1974] 
17).

The figure of 100 li per side indicates a territory 
smaller than Miyazaki’s average, but if one omitted 
from the calculations land that was not part of the 
Zhou city-states because it was useless due to salt 
deposition, occupied by non-Chinese peoples, or left 
empty as a buffer between two states (Zuo zhuan 
[1981] 1673), the two figures are not too far apart. A 
state of this size would be less than one-third the size 
of Sparta and just smaller than Athens (Ehrenberg 
[1960] 29). Assuming that the city lay at the center of 
the state, it would entail a 25 km walk to the frontier, 
comfortably within the 30 km figure suggested by 
Mogens Hansen as the maximum possible for a true 
city-state. Even granting that the figure of 100 li is 
simply an order of magnitude, it indicates that the vast 
majority of the states of Spring-and-Autumn China 
fell within the geographic limits of a classic city-state.

The figures discussed above seem to refer to states 
that consisted only of a single city and its hinterland. 
As noted above, the most powerful states of the period 
were considerably larger and contained several cities. 
Thus Mencius describes the state of Qi as consisting 
of a square with sides of 1,000 li, the figure which he 
describes as proper to a Son of Heaven (Mengzi 
[1974] 54, 502). (It may not be irrelevant that it was 
during Mencius’s lifetime that several of the leading 
states, including Qi, began to claim the title of king.) 
The leading powers, particularly those at the peri
phery, were clearly no longer simple city-states.

Nevertheless, even in these larger states the indi
vidual city often remained the defacto unit of political 
control. This is demonstrated by the continued prac
tice of subinfeudation through at least the first century 
of the Spring-and-Autumn period. Just as brothers and 
nephews of the Western Zhou king had been enfeoffed 
in key garrisons, so in turn collateral lines of these 
original fief holders were often established in sec
ondary cities. These collateral lines were lords within 
their own domains as reduced replicas of the state 
court. Zhou power had thus been progressively ex
tended, and gaps filled in, through the segmentary 
multiplication of semi-autonomous city-states that 
controlled their own affairs so long as they met min
imal conditions of ritual obedience to their immediate 
superiors in the kin structure. There is clear evidence 
that this practice continued in several of the leading 
Spring-and-Autumn states.

When Jin conquered territory that had hitherto 
belonged to the Di and Rong peoples, it established a 
secondary capital under a collateral line at Quwo in 
746 B.C. In subsequent decades other collateral lines, 
meritorious officials, and even refugee nobles from 
other states were all awarded walled fiefs. This cre
ation of a powerful nobility scattered in city-states 
across the state was encouraged by the topology of the 
Jin region, divided up by mountain ranges and narrow 
gorges that made communication difficult. In 678 the 
junior line at Quwo supplanted the original house of 
Jin. The new ruler destroyed most of the relatives of 
the former rulers, but he replaced them with his own 
loyal followers who in subsequent decades emerged 
again as a rebellious nobility based in their individual 
city-states. Struggles between the rulers of Jin and 
their nobility continued even in the period of Jin’s 
greatest power, after the victory at Chengpu in 632. 
After the assassination of the Jin ruler in 573 by two 
of his nobles, effective power passed into the hands of 
the nobility. These continued to fight sporadic civil 
wars from their local bases until Jin was finally parti
tioned in the late fifth century (Maspero [1978] 175-6, 
194, 203-4, 212-3,225-32). Thus during the seventh 
and sixth centuries B.C. Jin, for most of the period the 
largest and most powerful state in the Yellow River 
valley, was actually a congeries of semi-independent 
city-states that spent almost as much time fighting 
their ruler and each other as waging war with other 
states.

A similar case, on a smaller scale, was the state of 
Lu. A relatively small state of little political impor
tance, it was best known for its preservation of the 
Western Zhou cultural heritage, particularly music 
and rites. In 626 B.C., three sons of the ruler who had 
been involved in violent struggles over the succession 
were pacified by being granted their own walled city- 
states. From these bases they came to dominate the 
state, and an attempt in the late Spring-and-Autumn 
period to revive the ruler’s power by destroying the 
walls of the collateral states ended in total failure 
(Maspero [1978] 207, 245). Thus in the late fourth 
century the Mencius states that Lu was “five [units] of 
100 li per side,” i.e., a state composed of five de facto 
city-states (Mencius [1974] 502).

Chu, the great power of the Yangzi valley, was dis
tinguished by a relatively weak monarchy and a court 
dominated by powerful nobles who had their own 
city-states. Chu was probably the first state to intro
duce the institution of the administrative district 
(xiari) in newly conquered areas, the earliest record of 
which appears in 690 B.C. The governors of these 
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areas were often the generals who had conquered 
them. This institution was perhaps an attempt by the 
king to extend his own power and limit that of his 
nobles. However, all these early xian enjoyed consid
erable autonomy, and most of them seem to have 
reverted to the status of hereditary fiefs (Maspero 
[1978] 185-6, 204-5, 215-6; Hsu [1999] 574). Thus in 
seventh-century Chu, just as in Jin, attempts to expand 
the state’s power tended simply to produce more city- 
states that served as the basis for ambitious men who 
assimilated themselves to the status of the old nobility 
and frequently challenged or even supplanted the 
rulers.

Evidence of the continuing tendency of larger and 
middle-sized Spring-and-Autumn states to split into 
multiple city-states is also provided from the origin of 
surnames. Writing in the Han dynasty, Wang Fu (ca. 
A.D. 90-165) sought to trace the origins of the sur
names that existed in his day. Many of these had first 
appeared in the Spring-and-Autumn period, when 
aristocratic houses received new surnames in associa
tion with the granting of a fief. Thus each of the three 
collateral lines in Lu, and the six leading lineages that 
contested for power in fifth-century Jin, had estab
lished surnames. No less than seven names had origi
nated from the state of Zheng. This state was a 
middle-sized power located between the Yellow River 
and the Yangzi that had played a dominant role in the 
eastward shift of the Zhou capital, but soon sank to the 
level of a buffer state between Jin and Chu. Even 
more remarkable was the state of Song, another 
middle-sized buffer state, that produced no less than 
fifty-one named lineages (Hsu [1999] 571). It is 
impossible that all of these could have held their own 
fiefs, but Song was in fact notorious for its internal 
struggles between rival noble lines.

Thus seventh-century B.C. China consisted of a 
large number of small autonomous cities clustered in 
the flood plain of the Yellow River, and a series of 
larger states around the periphery that were them
selves little more than leagues of semi-independent 
city-states only feebly bound together through ties of 
kinship or patronage. These larger states had begun to 
expand their power through conquering non-Chinese 
peoples and smaller neighbors. For want of alter
natives, however, newly conquered areas were turned 
into city-states that soon threatened their nominal 
ruler’s power as much or more than the “hostile” 
states they had replaced. Over the course of the next 
two centuries the larger states gradually developed 
new institutions that allowed them to directly admin
ister larger territories and mobilize their peasant popu

lations for battle. However, the creation of macro
states, the so-called Warring States, was often a 
process of two steps forward and one back. Even Qin 
state - which from the middle of the fourth century 
B.C. had carried out the most thorough program of 
having territories directly administered by servants of 
the king, and peasant populations registered and 
mobilized for battle - still distributed newly con
quered cities as fiefs to leading nobles who dominated 
the court. Only in the third century B.C., approaching 
the end of the Warring States period, did any political 
figure articulate the principle that all conquered terri
tory should remain under the king’s control (Lewis 
[1999a] 639). Thus the city-state as an idea, and a lim
ited institutional reality, survived almost until the cre
ation of the first empire.

Interstate Politics
Having emerged from the collapse of early monar
chies that had held together leagues of cities through 
kinship, religious cult, and military domination, the 
city-states of Spring-and-Autumn China continued to 
function as members of leagues led by the most 
powerful states. However, in these new leagues ties of 
kinship were non-existent or ignored, and ritual suzer
ainty remained with the powerless Zhou dynasty. The 
leagues thus took the form of shifting alliances that 
recognized the leadership of whichever state could 
assert its military dominance. The ruler of the 
dominant state was given the title of “senior” or 
“hegemon” (ba) by the Zhou king, who charged him 
to defend what was still in name the Zhou realm. For
mally these leagues were hierarchical groupings of 
independent states, bound together through treaties 
sanctified with blood oaths or “covenants” (meng).

The political history of interstate relations in the 
period thus consisted of struggles for dominance 
between a handful of great states who based their 
power on the more thorough mobilization of their 
populations and the occupation of lesser neighbors. At 
the same time, the hundreds of lesser city-states 
attempted to retain their self-government through 
swearing allegiance to whichever leading state offered 
to protect them. The hegemons, for their part, gained 
prestige and authority as leaders of the league through 
conspicuous displays of preserving or restoring cer
tain city-states, even as they destroyed others to 
extend their power. The linking of supreme authority 
to such displays of a commitment to the preservation 
of city-states, along with the reliance on subinfeuda
tion discussed above, maintained the individual city 
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as the basic political unit. This lasted under the 
hegemons - from the late eighth until the early sixth 
centuries - and through the sixth century, when civil 
wars between powerful ministerial houses created by 
subinfeudation tore apart the leading states. Only in 
the late sixth and the fifth centuries did practices 
and institutions introduced by the ministerial 
houses create a new political order that permanently 
transcended the city-state.

A political order structured as a league of city-states 
under a hegemon began to take shape shortly after the 
eastward shift of the Zhou capital. The state of Zheng, 
which had taken the lead in rescuing the king, soon 
began to overshadow royal power. A war of the Zhou 
king and his allies against Zheng resulted in a defeat 
for the former that ended all pretence of royal 
authority. The leading states in north China recog
nized Zheng’s leadership, until a succession struggle 
in 701 led to civil war and its ultimate eclipse (Mas
pero [1978] 172-4).

With no effective monarchy or leading power in the 
first half of the seventh century B.C., the Zhou city- 
states fell into confusion and turmoil. In the north the 
Rong and Di peoples successfully attacked and de
stroyed several Zhou cities, while the state of Chu in 
the Yangzi valley - which had never recognized the 
Zhou - began to expand northward. This crisis led to 
the establishment of the first formally recognized 
hegemony by the state of Qi, which had become a 
dominant military power through introducing the 
complete mobilization of the population of its capital 
and the immediate hinterland. In 667 an assembly of 
leading cities recognized Qi as its leader, and shortly 
thereafter the king bestowed the title of hegemon and 
charged the ruler of Qi to lead military actions to 
defend Zhou states in the name of the powerless 
monarchy. In 659 Qi restored two city-states that had 
been destroyed by the Rong, and a few years later they 
led a coalition of states against Chu. Having defeated 
Chu, Qi forcibly summoned the rulers of all major 
states to a general assembly that swore a blood 
covenant to recognize Qi’s leadership (Maspero 
[1978] 180-5).

This history demonstrates the role of the hegemonic 
league. Menaced by hostile forces on several sides, 
the Zhou cities could not defend themselves individ
ually, but the monarchy was too weak to take the mili
tary lead. At the same time, no city-state was strong 
enough to claim the title of king without alienating the 
rest. The invention of the hegemony resolved this 
dilemma by preserving the Zhou monarch as a ritual 
figure-head who sanctioned the hegemon’s military 

role while thwarting untoward ambitions. The hege
mon, in turn, justified his pre-eminence through con
spicuously restoring cities that had been destroyed by 
non-Zhou peoples, while absorbing smaller cities 
within his own region. The rest of the city-states 
gained the power of collective action and recognition 
of their independence. As participants in the cove
nants that cemented the leagues, they pledged to 
respect each other’s borders and not to shelter rebels. 
This balance of ritual Zhou suzerainty, a de facto 
leading military power or powers, and a multitude of 
city-states joined in one or more leagues provided the 
political framework for the Spring-and-Autumn 
period. Although the identity of the leading state 
changed, and in some cases two states - each with its 
own league of allies - battled for dominance, this 
structure preserved a world of city-states for two cen
turies.

The balance of this section will be devoted to the 
major features of interstate politics in the world of the 
hegemony. First, the political world was divided be
tween a small number of great states who struggled 
for the hegemony, and hundreds of lesser states that at 
best preserved their autonomy by participating in 
leagues under the domination of a leading power. The 
four great powers were the aforementioned peripheral 
states that had room for expansion - Qi in the north
east, Jin in the northwest, Qin in the west, and Chu in 
the south. In the sixth century these states were joined 
in the struggle for dominance by Wu and Yue in the 
southeast. These great powers were unique in con
taining multiple large cities, and they could be 
regarded as macro-states except for the practice of 
subinfeudation that redivided their territory even as 
they accumulated it. The four great states are recorded 
to have destroyed 128 city-states, virtually all the 
cases recorded for the Spring-and-Autumn period 
(Hsu [1999] 567). Thus while the great powers pre
sented themselves as leaders of leagues and defenders 
of lesser states, they were the pioneers of the expan
sion through armed might that culminated in the 
creation of the Warring States.

Second, the world of Spring-and-Autumn China 
was marked by endemic warfare. The major chronicle 
of the period lists 540 interstate wars, and more than 
130 major civil wars between ministerial houses, in a 
span of 259 years. Moreover, it can be demonstrated 
that the record is far from complete. Warfare was a 
constant fact of life and a defining hallmark of the 
city-based nobles. In one case a ruler noted that his 
people were threatening to overthrow him and deny 
him proper burial because he had disgraced his anees- 
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tors by failing for several years to lead the army on 
campaign. Such incessant warfare was possible be
cause the armies were small - varying from a few 
thousand men for most states to no more than 30,000 
for a great power - and the campaigns brief. Many 
could end after only minor skirmishes. Major battles 
between leading powers took place only once every 
few decades (Lewis [1990] 22, 36, 38, 60-1).

Third, the inverse of constant, low-level warfare 
was a steady stream of diplomatic missions, and, more 
sporadically, major interstate assemblies summoned 
by the hegemon. Lesser missions might be marked by 
simple banquets and the exchange of gifts or verses. 
Larger assemblies would usually entail a blood 
covenant used to encourage lasting ties and impose 
shared codes of practice in a form of international law. 
The chronicles of the period list hundreds of such 
covenants, although they provide textual details for 
only a handful of them. Archaeological excavations 
have provided many more examples. In the beginning, 
covenants were employed to form the leagues under a 
hegemon, often known as “master of the covenant”. 
Soon they were used also to sanction any agreement 
between states. As the power of ministerial lineages 
grew and feudal states were tom apart by civil wars, 
covenants were used to form alliances between sev
eral lineages, between lineages and another state, and 
between contestants for power and the population of 
the capital city. The sacrifices of the covenants thus 
came to replace those of the ancestral cult as the 
primary means of establishing political order, and 
this order thus detached itself from kin groupings 
(Liu [1963]; Lewis [1990] 43-50; Lewis [1999b] 
158-9).

In addition to warfare and diplomacy, a variety of 
practices linked the city-states of Spring-and-Autumn 
China into a common political structure. Younger 
sons of rulers and nobles were sent to foreign courts 
where they served as hostages or pledges of good 
faith. Women moved between the states as primary 
wives or concubines, helping to establish new kin ties 
based on marriage where those based on common 
descent had faded away. Losers in civil wars or 
younger brothers of newly crowned kings could find 
shelter as refugees, and sometimes became pawns in 
interstate conflicts. The states were also bound by the 
exchange of luxury goods and precious commodities, 
and archaeology has revealed the long-distance circu
lation of ritual bronzes. Such exchanges took the form 
both of peaceful trade or gift exchange, and the 
transfer of goods between states as the booty of war.

It is also significant, as evidence for the routiniza

tion of these forms of interstate exchange, that many 
of them were codified in rules of ritual conduct stipu
lating how they were to be conducted. The narrative 
of the Zuo zhuan, the major surviving account of 
Spring-and-Autumn history, is tagged with more than 
a hundred statements by participants or the authors 
that a particular action is or is not in accord with the 
ritual rules of the period. As noted above, all political 
alliances between states, lineages, and individuals 
were sanctioned by the covenant ritual, the procedure 
for which is described in the text. Elaborate rules of 
hierarchy and protocol were also developed for the 
great interstate assemblies. Every step of a military 
campaign, from the first issuing of weapons, through 
the march, the battle itself, the return, and the presen
tation of prisoners and booty, was framed by appro
priate rituals. Moreover, speakers in the text cite many 
rules for the proper conduct of campaigns, and in a 
couple of cases indicate the titles of texts in which 
such rules were recorded. The conduct of interstate 
marriages was dictated by regulations about how the 
bride was to be accompanied, received, and escorted 
to her new home. Similar rules are mentioned for the 
reception of diplomatic missions when they reach a 
state, or when they pass through it on the way to final 
destination. Diplomatic exchanges were also accom
panied by a range of rituals of sociability, including 
rules for staging banquets, drinking wine, performing 
music and song, and exchanging recitations of verse 
(Lewis [1990] 22-6, 38-9, 45-6; Lewis [1999b] 
133).

Thus the city-states of Spring-and-Autumn China 
not only developed a wide range of practices for the 
maintenance of interstate relations, but also formu
lated and wrote down elaborate codes for all such 
actions. This routinization and codification of inter
state dealings served to knit the city-states into a 
structured political whole, and thereby to preserve and 
develop the shared heritage from the Zhou state that 
provided the basis for their common culture.

Internal Political and Social Structure
The fact that the political units of this period were 
city-states is clearly marked by the terms applied to 
them. The most common term for a state - guo - 
referred both to the entire state and the capital city. As 
a consequence, in most states, particularly those that 
had only a single urban center, the name of the state 
was simply the name of its capital city. This usage 
continued even after the rise of macro-states, for in 
imperial China the name of xian, the lowest adminis
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trative unit, was usually identical with the name of the 
major walled town that served as its capital. The urban 
nature of guo was also marked by the fact that the 
character was regularly contrasted with ye, a term 
meaning “fields” that referred to the territory of the 
state outside the city walls.

The written graph for guo also insisted on its urban 
status, for it was composed of elements representing a 
city wall and a weapon, later supplemented by an ele
ment indicating inhabitants. A second term for state, 
bang, was also represented by a graph that marked it 
as a city. This character consisted of the graph yi, an 
early term for a walled settlement, combined with a 
depiction of the altar of the soil. The latter, as will be 
discussed below, became the major religious site for 
urban settlements.

We have no detailed accounts of the internal organ
ization of these city-states, and the information that 
emerges from historical narratives is fragmentary. 
Nevertheless, the sources do reveal certain general 
patterns of the distribution of authority and the con
duct of politics. This final section will deal with the 
powers and limits of the rulers, the role of the citi
zenry and assemblies, the emergence of new forms of 
political actors, the political geography of the city, and 
the manner in which the devolution of power from the 
monarchical league to the individual cities was mani
fested in religious cult.

Spring-and-Autumn China was dominated by a 
nobility defined through participation in the “great 
services” of the state: sacrifice and warfare. This war
rior elite was in turn divided into a set of hierarchical 
roles - king, feudal lord, hereditary minister, noble - 
according to kin ties and cultic rankings defined by 
their relation to the royal lineage. Ascent in the hier
archy was marked by the granting of additional forms 
or numbers of key ritual items - tripods in offerings, 
numbers of dancers, rows of bells, types of armor, 
layers of coffins - but all members of the elite were 
linked by a common nobility based on their participa
tion in warfare and sacrifice. This idea of a common 
nobility led to a proximity of status and a sharing of 
authority which were radically different from the 
later, imperial system (Lewis [ 1990] 17-36).

Under the “feudal” system of the Zhou monarchy, 
each city of a lord had been a lesser replica of the 
Zhou capital, with its own temple, court, and army. 
Offices at the courts of both the Zhou king and the 
feudal lords had been granted to brothers and younger 
sons of the ruling house along with fiefs to provide 
income and followers. Although in theory these were 
revocable at the birth of the holder, in practice both 

offices and the fiefs soon came to be transmitted from 
father to son as hereditary privileges (Kaizuka 
[1978b] 260-8). The cities granted through subinfeu
dation as domains to these hereditary ministers in turn 
formed lesser replicas of the cities of the feudal lord. 
Thus even when the monarchy was still powerful, the 
Zhou state already contained a multitude of cities with 
their own rulers, courts, and temples. With the col
lapse of the monarchy, power shifted to the feudal 
lords, and in subsequent centuries in many states it 
continued to devolve downward to the hereditary min
isterial houses, or collateral lineages established as 
city-states through subinfeudation in the eighth and 
seventh centuries. Consequently each of the city- 
states of the period had a hereditary ruler, but power 
was distributed among a group of noble families who 
had hereditary offices, their own ancestral temples, 
and servile followers.

The principle of shared nobility and the existence 
of hereditary offices led to a collegial mode of 
authority in which the ruler was first among equals, 
but actual decisions would require a consensus. In 
practice, power often depended on force of person
ality, and the chronicles show many cases in which 
chief ministers or ministers of war would wield effec
tive authority. Accounts of campaigns provide abun
dant evidence of this pattern of authority. In some 
cases the ruler desired to launch a campaign, but was 
prevented from doing so by his minister of war. In 
other cases the minister of war was able to launch 
campaigns over the objection of the ruler. Sometimes 
the power to command the armies and decide on 
campaigns passed in rota among noble houses. The 
decision of whether or not to fight could be taken by a 
collective decision of the leading nobles after an 
extended debate (Lewis [1990] 22, 34-7).

Even clearer evidence of collective authority comes 
from the composition of armies. Each lineage pro
vided a contingent from its own lower ranking nobles 
and followers, and the state army was an amalgam of 
these lineage-based units. Accounts of campaigns 
reveal that in the field these levies remained under 
their own commanders, that major decisions were 
generally made by group consultation among the 
leaders, and that the units were so loosely bound that a 
commander might lead his own men to withdraw or 
attack without regard for the rest of the army. This 
principle of organization also facilitated the numerous 
armed feuds and civil wars that figure in the records 
of the period (Lewis [1990] 35-37).

Below the nobility the population consisted of 
people who were defined by their hereditary occupa- 
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tions. These were primarily artisans, merchants, and 
the peasants of the immediate hinterland, but some 
texts contain more detailed lists, including those who 
worked in orchards or gardens, stable hands, wood 
gatherers, herdsmen, menials, and such female cate
gories as seamstresses. While such social categories 
are mentioned in passing, as individuals they do not 
figure in the records (Lewis [1990] 31-2).

Such commoners, however, along with the lower 
levels of the nobility do appear more than four hundred 
times in the major chronicles as a collective group 
identified as the “people of the capital” or “citizens” 
(guo reri). The nobles and perhaps the others regularly 
participated in the army. For important decisions they 
were summoned to the court by the ruler or leading 
nobles who appealed to them to carry out a partic
ular course of action. While the assembly of the citi
zens does not appear to have been a regular feature of 
government, dozens of cases are cited in the records. 
Most frequently they were summoned in times of 
crisis, which required the extraordinary mobilization 
of the populace, or at times of disputed successions, 
when the support of the citizenry served to ratify the 
victory of one or another competing faction (Lewis 
[1990] 22, 29, 44, 48; Masubuchi [1970] 139-79; Du 
[1989] 38-40,47-50, 56-61; Ri [1989] 27-35).

Such appeals for the support of the citizenry 
became sufficiently common that one chapter of the 
Shang shu written in the late Spring-and-Autumn or 
early Warring States period depicts the Shang king 
Pan Geng assembling all his people and delivering an 
elaborately crafted oration to persuade them of the 
necessity of moving the capital. An earlier chapter in 
the same work attributes a discussion of the impor
tance of public opinion to the hero of the Zhou foun
dation, the Duke of Zhou. In the same manner the 
Zhou li, a middle or late Warring States text, describes 
the existence of popular assemblies convoked in all 
cases of crisis, succession, or moving the capital 
(Kaizuka [1978a] 97-118; Kaizuka [1978b] 325). 
While the account of these assemblies as a regular 
institution appears to be an error, it does reflect the 
great frequency of their occurrence in the records 
and the key role played by the citizens in times of 
crisis.

As struggles between rival nobles within states 
intensified, the citizens often played the decisive role 
in civil conflicts. The assembled populace could over
throw one government and establish a new one in its 
place. The chronicles of the period contain several 
dozen references to the citizens killing, expelling, or 
seizing a ruler, or of blocking by force of arms the 

attempted seizure of power by a noble faction (Ri 
[1989] 32-6). As was noted above, the citizens were 
assembled so frequently to decide or ratify disputed 
successions that later scholars imagined this was a 
routine procedure. Consequently it became a maxim 
that the anger of the populace was like a raging fire, or 
that the wishes of the citizenry could not be blocked. 
The records often explain that a certain decision was 
undertaken to quiet or appease the citizens (Lewis 
[1990] 48). Thus while there are no records of the 
assembled body of citizens ever taking control of the 
government, their support was crucial to anyone who 
sought to do so.

The increasing power of the citizens led to the 
appearance of a new style of political action, which in 
some ways resembles the rise of the law-givers and 
tyrants in ancient Greece (McGlew [1993]). In some 
cases established rulers extended their power through 
drawing members of the citizenry into their govern
ment and securing a more complete mobilization of 
the populace. In other cases lower nobles rose to 
power through skilfully playing off noble factions 
one against the other, while mobilizing the support of 
the populace at large. At the end of the Spring-and- 
Autumn period the citizens played a key role in estab
lishing the power of several rising noble lines who 
were to take the lead in creating the Warring States 
forms of government.

The earliest example of this was Lord Huan of Qi’s 
(r. 685-643) appointment of Guan Zhong and the 
reforms undertaken by the latter. Guan Zhong was of 
merchant origin, and his appointment to high office 
along with some of his acquaintances suggests that 
Lord Huan was attempting to secure his position by 
filling key posts with dependent commoners rather 
than nobles who would act on their own behalf. (It is 
thus perhaps not an accident that the practice of gath
ering refugee nobles as dependent retainers is first 
recorded in the struggle for the succession to Lord 
Huan.) Interestingly the reforms of Guan Zhong con
sisted in extending military service throughout the 
capital and its immediate hinterland. It was probably 
this complete mobilization of the citizenry that al
lowed Qi to become the dominant power and establish 
the first official hegemony (Ri [1989] 93, 95; Lewis 
[1990] 54-6, 76).

A more striking case is that of Zi Chan, who 
emerged as virtual tyrant of Zheng in 543. A member 
of the lower nobility, Zi Chan first achieved prestige 
through playing a key role in suppressing a rebellion 
by five leading lineages. He subsequently served as 
subordinate commander of an expedition, and then 
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conducted several successful diplomatic missions. 
Proclaiming that the people’s anger could not be con
fronted and that the ruler could not obtain his personal 
desires without their support, Zi Chan persuaded the 
chief minister to burn some covenant texts that had 
aroused public opposition. He cultivated personal 
prestige through study of arts and religious lore. A 
quotation attributed to Confucius praised his literary 
skills. The celebrated connoisseur of music Wu Ji Zha 
saluted him as a kindred spirit. In anecdotes he is cited 
as an authority on the origins of states and their sacri
fices, the nature of ghosts, the influence of the stars, 
and the interpretation of dreams. Through the in
creasing support of the citizenry he was selected to 
join the highest councils of government. Following 
another civil war in 543 he seized effective power, 
and shortly thereafter the chief minister yielded the 
government to Zi Chan (Ri [1989] 96-7).

In Zi Chan’s first year in power, a man reported that 
the people of Zheng were routinely gathering in the 
city’s schools where they criticized government 
policy. He suggested that the schools be destroyed. Zi 
Chan refused, arguing that he would take public 
opinion as his guide. This was justified both because 
the people would know best the consequences of poli
cies, and because the suppression of criticism would 
simply lead to rebellion (Zuo zhuan [1981] 1191-2).

Once firmly established in power Zi Chan initiated 
a whole series of reforms involving the building of 
irrigation channels to fix standardized units of land, 
the imposition of a land tax, the introduction of units 
of mutual responsibility for crimes, and the extension 
of military service. These reforms were at first 
fiercely criticized by the people, and although they 
soon came to support the new policies, the balance of 
Zi Chan’s career is marked by far less visible concern 
for the opinions of the populace. Instead he worked 
steadily to extend the power of the government. On 
his deathbed he announced that severity was the only 
way to control the people (Lewis [1990] 59; Martin 
[1997] 76-83). In this way his career followed the 
classic pattern of the tyrant or demagogue who culti
vated popular support to seize power, but then relied 
on amassing wealth and military force in order to 
maintain it.

While Zi Chan turned away from direct appeal to 
popular support, many ambitious nobles in the late 
sixth and early fifth centuries continued to seek the 
support of the citizenry through conspicuous displays 
of generosity. When the three great sublineages of Lu 
defeated an attempted restoration of the ruler’s power 
and drove him from the state, their victory was 

explained by the adherence of the people, whose 
backing they had gained through decades of phil
anthropy. Similarly the Tian clan rose to dominate Qi 
by buying the support of the populace with their 
generosity (Lewis [1990] 48, 76). This support no 
doubt proved crucial in their victory over the other 
great lineages of Qi, and their establishing themselves 
as the new ruling house in 481.

The city-states of Spring-and-Autumn China still 
had relatively small populations, ranging from the 
thousands to the tens of thousands; therefore daily life 
and political activity were still conducted on a face-to- 
face basis. There was a variety of occasions for 
assembling the adult males of the city, and several key 
sites at which such assemblies took place. The most 
common occasion would have been the military cam
paigns. These involved gathering at the ancestral 
temple, collective marching, assembling in formation 
on the field of battle where prayers were given and 
oaths sworn, and participating in ceremonial assem
blies and presentations at the ancestral temple after 
the return from battle.

In addition to such military gatherings at the ances
tral temple, much of the male citizenry was also occa
sionally gathered at the court, in major public squares, 
or in the market. The aforementioned assemblies of 
the citizens called by rulers or nobles during crises or 
disputed successions were generally held in a great 
courtyard facing the ancestral temple. Where such 
assemblies lacked the sanction of the city’s leaders, as 
in cases of attempted insurrection, they could also be 
sometimes held at major squares. The marketplace 
was also an important public gathering place that 
sometimes played a political role. With large numbers 
of people always gathered to exchange both goods 
and opinions, it was sometimes used as a location for 
the presentation of arguments to the people. The role 
of the court and the market as public spaces was also 
marked by the fact that the corpses of major criminals 
or traitors who had been executed were generally 
exposed in one or the other of them (Kaizuka [1978a] 
313-8). As shown in the anecdote about Zi Chan, in 
some cities the schools were also employed as 
places where citizens who wished to discuss poli
tics could assemble and discuss the issues or the per
sonalities of the day. Finally, much of the populace 
could be assembled at state altars for important reli
gious rituals. The most important assemblies, as will 
be discussed below, were those convened at the altars 
of the grain and soil to seal blood covenants between 
the ruling lineage and the assembled heads of all 
households in the city. In all these sites both the day- 
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to-day business of politics and major crises could be 
discussed and dealt with by either small groups of 
interested individuals or by the assembled citizenry.

A final key aspect of the internal structure of the 
city-states was the rise of new cults and rituals partic
ularly associated with the city as a unit, or the adop
tion of established rituals for the purpose of forging 
cities into self-conscious political units. The primary 
example of the former was the altars of the soil and 
grain (she ji), and the most important example of the 
latter was the extension of covenants to the entire city 
and hinterland in the process of mobilizing the popu
lation and forming new state structures.

The transformation of the Chinese state from the 
early leagues of cities under a theocratic dynasty to 
the great territorial empire was marked by a shifting 
of cultic primacy from the ancestral temple to the 
cults of Heaven and major landscape features such as 
mountains (Bilsky [1975] 14-6, 58-60, 66, 126-7, 
162-9, 183-90, 235-46, 274-6, 297-308, 318-24; 
Lewis [1990] 162; Lewis [1999c] 55-8, 74-6). As an 
intermediate step in this process, the age of the city- 
states was marked by the rising importance of the 
cults of the soil and grain. Since the Zhou state had 
been structured according to kin links to the royal 
lineage, it was natural that the most important cult was 
devoted to ancestors. As the city-states became 
independent units, and the role of kinship in the 
political order declined, priority shifted to cults in 
which the entire city could participate and which 
would give symbolic form to the city as a unit.

At first it appears incongruous that the central cult 
of the urban areas should be devoted to agricultural 
deities, but the phenomenon can be explained. The 
altars of soil and grain were an ancient form of shrine 
that had existed for centuries as the primary locus for 
offerings to the land, and each village had possessed 
its own altars (Ikeda [1983] 108-21, 696-9). They 
were thus the standard cult for human habitations 
defined as a territorial unit. For this reason they were 
the most readily adapted to a cult for the deities 
charged with the protection of the city as a territorial 
unit, deities who could receive sacrifice not only from 
their descendants but from all members of the com
munity. In texts of the late Spring-and-Autumn and 
Warring States periods, the “altars of the grain and 
soil” had become the most common symbol of the 
state, and they were frequently employed as a 
metonym for the state itself. In some texts they are 
listed together with the ancestral temple in an 
extended metonym (Kaizuka [1978b] 337-41).

In general it appears that each city had one pair of 

altars, but one account of a covenant held to establish 
the tyranny of Yang Hu in the state of Lu states that he 
performed the covenant with the ruler and nobles of 
Lu at the [Duke of] Zhou altar of the soil, and with the 
capital populace at the Bo altar of the soil. The subse
quent ceremony of cursing those who violated the 
covenants was held at a major square in the capital. 
This distinction between two altars of the soil prob
ably derived from the fact that at Lu’s foundation the 
Duke of Zhou was awarded a large number of former 
Shang subjects organized in their lineages, as is 
shown in bronzes and texts. Each group, still clearly 
separated at the beginning, worshipped at its own 
altar, with the Zhou colonists at an altar established by 
their founder, and the Shang subjects at the altar 
which came to serve as that of the non-noble citizenry. 
The continued existence of two altars at the end of the 
sixth century may reflect the cultural conservatism for 
which Lu was noted.

One interesting outgrowth of the increasing cen
trality of the state’s altars was the articulation of a new 
theory of the relation between the people and the 
spirits. In a speech supposedly delivered at the end of 
the eighth century, a noble upbraided a ruler who 
thought that his sacrifices would assure victory in 
battle with the observation that “the people are the 
masters of the spirits”, so that a ruler who failed to 
win the support of the people could not rely on help 
from the spirits. The “master” of a sacrifice was the 
sacrificer, i.e., the person who sponsored it and on 
whose behalf it was made. Since the people provided 
the wealth for the sacrifices, and the altars of the state 
were their altars, they were the masters of the sacri
fices and hence of the spirits (Kaizuka [1978b] 
330-6). By the Warring States this argument had 
developed into an elaborate defence of the priority of 
proper administration over proper sacrifices, the insis
tence that Heaven shared the perceptions and desires 
of the people, and the Mencian theory of the propriety 
of rebellion against evil monarchs.

The second major ritual innovation linked to the 
rise of the city-state was the swearing of covenants 
between rulers and the collective citizenry. As noted 
earlier, such covenants became increasingly frequent 
as the citizens came to play the decisive role in civil 
wars between noble lineages. The covenants staged 
by Yang Hu cited above were classic examples of this 
practice, and it is significant that they were held at the 
altars of the soil. Since these altars had become the 
cultic embodiment of the city and its people, it is not 
surprising that they should become the standard site 
for such ceremonies.
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New evidence on the importance of this form of 
covenant in the late Spring-and-Autumn has been pro
vided by archaeological finds at Houma, Wenxian, 
and Qinyang. At Houma, archaeologists have exca
vated more than 300 pits containing fragments of the 
texts of covenants and the remains of sacrifices. All 
the texts refer to a single political struggle that, 
according to the most likely theory, took place be
tween 496 and 495 B.C. The participants in the 
covenants were the members of the Zhao clan that had 
temporarily seized power and their followers. Most of 
the texts contain pledges of obedience, with the names 
of the gods who would enforce the pledge, or bans and 
collective death sentences placed on enemy lineages 
and households. These texts thus bound together 
groups not related by kin ties, and expelled other 
elements from the newly emerging body politic 
(Lewis [1990] 49-50, Lewis [1999] 19).

These documents reveal the culmination of the use 
of covenants to establish new political units and a new 
public realm following the breakdown of the old state 
forms defined by kinship. In one of the many civil 
wars that plagued Jin throughout the sixth century and 
led to its ultimate division, one party and its adherents 
gathered at the state altars where they sealed collec
tive oaths which drew up itemized lists of the enemies 
who were to be driven from the state and killed if they 
returned. Even as they tore apart the old political 
forms they began to reconstitute the state through 
binding its members with covenants and ostracizing 
all those who would not join. The inclusion of new 
elements of the population in the public realm, the 
redefinition of the bonds between ruler and ruled, and 
the occasional focus on kin units defined by 
individual households show how the process of 
creating city-states also created the tools for forging 
the macro-state into which they would be absorbed.

Conclusion
Although the age of the city-state in China lasted for 
approximately three centuries, it left surprisingly little 
trace in later history. There are several reasons for 
this. First, unlike in ancient Greece, where a long 
Dark Age separated the Bronze-Age monarchies from 
the rise of the city-states, city-states in China emerged 
directly out of the political collapse of the monarchy, 
and they existed in a common culture still defined by 
the heritage of the royal Zhou and in which the 
monarch continued to play a significant ritual role. 
The continued presence of the Zhou monarchy as a 
ritual reality and a political idea militated against the 

emergence of more collective forms of government. 
While the citizenry frequently played a decisive role 
in determining who would be ruler, at no point to our 
knowledge did they ever attempt to rule as a group.

Second, the expansion of some states beyond the 
limits of the city by means of the extension of military 
service to the peasantry had already begun in the 
middle of the seventh century. This and related prac
tices such as population registration and land alloca
tion gradually augmented the power of whichever lin
eage could seize control of the state machinery, and 
reduced the importance of the nobility and the urban 
population. Particularly in the wake of the partition of 
states or seizure of power by new lineages in the sixth 
and fifth centuries, this panoply of institutional 
reforms resulted in the concentration of power in the 
hands of the ruler even as the geographic extent of the 
states expanded. Squeezed between the lingering 
prestige of the old monarchy and the rising power of 
the emerging macro-states, the city-states of China 
created no radically new forms of authority made pos
sible by their relatively small size.

Third, because Chinese civilization was continental 
and had little access to water transport, large-scale 
trade in bulk commodities was impossible, and mer
chants played a relatively minor role. As merchants 
and merchant wealth have often provided the founda
tion for distinctive urban cultures and political forms, 
their relative weakness in early China inhibited the 
full-blown development of the city as a distinct and 
autonomous form of social organization.

Fourth, because the city-state was never able to 
establish itself as a political form wholly distinct from 
the old theocracy or the emerging Warring States, 
Chinese civilization developed no theory of the 
autonomous city and general participation in govern
ment. This intellectual lacuna was exacerbated by the 
fact that philosophy did not begin to emerge until the 
late fifth century, and written works were not widely 
disseminated until the fourth. Thus by the time of the 
Chinese equivalents of Plato and Aristotle, or even of 
the pre-Socratics, the city-state survived only in the 
form of a few dozen little polities clinging on in the 
gaps between the great states. Moreover, since even 
these vestigial city-states were ruled by hereditary 
dynasties, they did not provide a model for alternative 
political forms. Instead, they simply inspired an imag
inary antiquity in which the world had consisted of 
myriads of autonomous cities, or suggested the sorts 
of states from which the sage-kings of antiquity might 
have achieved world domination through the power of 
virtue.
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Thus whereas the city-states of classical antiquity 
in the West left a written heritage that provided 
models for alternative forms of government to Renais
sance and early modern thinkers, the intellectual 
legacy of the city-states of China was simply to serve 
as elements in a discourse on the limitations of mili
tary power, and the dangers of relying on conquest to 
create a state. Although the city-state was the basic 
political unit in China for three centuries and provided 
the framework within which the institutional founda
tions of the Warring States and the later empire were 
created, the success of these new institutions swept 
away not only the city-states themselves but almost all 
memory of their historical reality. In imperial Chinese 
historiography the city-states appeared only as rem
nants of a shattered Zhou state, the penultimate stage 
in a long process of political decay. Only in the twen
tieth century has the light provided by comparisons 
with other cultures and by newly excavated sources 
allowed us to recapture something of the reality of the 
ancient Chinese city-states as a historical phenom
enon in their own right.
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Mahajanapada States of Early Historie India

Dilip K. Chakrabarti

I. Introduction
Chronology
The “sixteen Mahajanapadas” (maha = great; jana- 
padas = settlements/ principalities) or the sixteen great 
principalities are explicitly mentioned in the Buddhist 
literature as being contemporary with the Buddha. 
They belong to a well-defined time-bracket and con
stitute a distinct phase of Indian political history. 
Their appearance coincides with the very beginning of 
the early historic period in northern India, as opposed 
to the long protohistoric period which preceded it. 
Although the chronology is not cast-iron, the begin
ning of the early historic period must fall somewhere 
between the eighth and sixth centuries B.C. This was 
the period that witnessed the emergence of (a) forti
fied urban settlements, (b) a diagnostic pottery type 
known as the Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW), 
(c) the two indigenous coin-types known as punch- 
marked and cast copper coins, and (d) the system of 
writing in Brahmi - at least on perishable materials, if 
not on something as durable as potsherds and stone.

Right from the beginning of their recorded appear
ance, there was a struggle for power among these 
principalities, and eventually they were succeeded by 
the pan-Indian power of the Maury a dynasty (c.324 
B.C. - C.187 B.C.). It is not clearly known whether 
they all succumbed at the same time to the Mauryas, 
or whether some of them continued to survive with a 
compromised sovereignty within the broader political 
framework of the Mauryan empire. An element of 
local freedom is not inconceivable for some of these 
principalities even under the Mauryas. Some of them, 
as we shall find later, continued even in the post- 
Mauryan context. However, any discussion of city- 
states in the history of ancient India belongs in the 
period before 300 B.C., and falls into two parts: the 
Indus civilization and the period of the sixteen Maha
janapadas.

The Possibility of the Existence of 
City-States in the Indus Civilization
The complexity of the political organization of the 

Indus civilization is an issue which has not attracted 
the attention it deserves. In 19951 I argued that, al
though the idea of a Harappan unitary state covering 
the whole of the Harappan distribution area was gen
erally accepted by scholars, the existence of multiple 
political units was a more attractive hypothesis. But 
for a comparatively short period under the Mauryas, 
the distribution area of the Indus civilization was 
never united under one government. Regional 
divisions of this distribution area are mirrored in 
names such as Sindhu, Sauvira, Anarta, Kekaya, 
Madra, Brahmavarta, etc., all attested in texts and 
inscriptions of the later, Early Historic period. Thus 
we must envisage the posssibility that the multiple 
regions reflect the existence of as many regional 
polities. If so, the possibility of the existence of city- 
states in the Indus civilization is not remote.

In 1998 J.M. Kenoyer reached a similar conclusion: 
“Due to the long distances between the four major 
cities, it is highly unlikely that a single ruler ever 
dominated the entire Indus valley. Each of the largest 
cities may have been organized as an independent 
city-state, with different communities competing for 
control. At times a single charismatic ruler may have 
ruled the city, but most of the time it was probably 
controlled by a small group of elites, comprised of 
merchants, landowners and ritual specialists.”2

I suggest that we take a further step away from the 
view that the Indus valley constituted a political unit. 
We do not have to assume that only the four largest 
Harappan sites were centres of states, and that 
Harappa, Mohenjodaro, Ganweriwala and Rakhigarhi 
were the only political units of the Indus civilization. 
An alternative view is that many, if not all, of the for
tified settlements of the period may have been the 
urban centre of a polity. What has misled scholars into 
accepting the idea of a Harappan empire is the 
over-arching cultural uniformity in its distribution 
area. However, cultural uniformity in India has 
seldom meant political unity. A millennium later early 
historic India showed a similar degree of cultural uni
formity, but that did not mean that there was a single 
state. Geographically we consider it improbable that
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Fig. 1. Map of major cities of the Indus civilization.

the entire Harappan area formed a single political 
unit. A large number of polities of differently sizes 
and with different power bases may explain the situa
tion equally well, if not better, and the question of 
city-states has to be investigated in quite a different 
context.

There is absolutely no reason to assume that only 
the large Harappan places that we know about (viz., 
Mohenjodaro, Harappa, etc.) were the centres of such 
city-states. To begin with, every single excavated set
tlement of the mature Harappan period has had a forti
fication wall. Secondly, size is not a factor in evalu
ating the extent of urban planning at a Harappan site. 
For instance, the size of the site of Lothal in Gujarat 
was much less than that of Mohenjodaro in Sind, but 
the urban planning of Lothal with its rampart, prop
erly organized road-system with associated house
blocks and drains, dock and warehouse, etc. compares 
very well with that of Mohenjodaro. Assuming that 
most, if not all, of the mature Harappan sites were for
tified, one can argue that there must have been several 
hundred such settlements. In Cholistan alone 174 

mature Harappan sites have been reported. Their indi
vidual hinterlands were certainly unevenly sized.

The element of uneven size should not cause a 
problem, and to justify our premise we may offer a 
modem analogy. The Kathiawar peninsulas of Gujarat 
have a large number of mature Harappan sites, and 
each of them, when excavated, has been found to be 
fortified. There were also 189 princely States in this 
region in the 20th century, “of which seventeen are 
‘Salute’ States3 and the rest range in extent from con
siderable tracts of the country, with chiefs enjoying 
great executive freedom, to clusters of villages which 
are States only by name” (Murray [1929] 232). We 
can draw up a partial list of their names and sizes:

Rajpipla - 3930 km2 
Chota Udaipur - 

area very small
Cambay - 906 km2 
Palanpur - 4575 km2 
Cutch - 19730 km2
Wadhan - 630 km2

Dhrangadhra - 3023 km2

Limdi - 889 km2
Palltana - 746 km2 
Bhaunagar - 7409 km2
Junagarth - 8645 km2
Porbandar- 1663 km2

If the ancient political units were as numerous and if 
each consisted of a fortified settlement with its imme
diate hinterland, then the majority of them may have 
been city-states and the whole region may have been a 
city-state culture. We leave it to future research to 
judge the issue.

II. A Textual Perspective of the 
Mahajanapada States 
Sources
The nature of the relevant literary sources is best 
understood by referring to the scholarly discussions of 
one of these principalities, Kamboja, for instance. 
Kamboja was one of the sixteen states under consider
ation, and the following synopsis highlights how 
B.C. Law ([1943] 1-8) discussed the available histor
ical knowledge about it.

Earliest reference as a group of people in the Vedic 
literature (Vamsa Brahmana of the Samaveda ) - 
the first post-Vedic mention in Yaska’s Nirukta - 
reference also in Panini’s Astadhyayi - the epics 
Ramayana and the Mahabharata - Kautilya’s 
Arthasastra - the Puranas - later Sanskrit litera
ture including the Kavya or poetic literature - both 
early and later Buddhist and Jaina literature - also, 
some early and late inscriptions.
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The references to Kamboja thus lie scattered over a 
wide range of the ancient Indian textual material, and 
with some variations in emphasis, which are only to 
be expected, this is true of all the other principalities 
too. All these principalities constitute some stable 
geo-political units of ancient Indian history, and what
ever uncertainties there may be about the date of com
position of these texts, there is no uncertainty about 
the actual historical existence of these units.

Among the sources for the history of the principali
ties during the period in question, i.e. between the 8th/6lh 
centuries and the 3rd century B.C., the pride of place 
goes to the early Buddhist sources which are comple
mented both by Late Vedic and Jaina literature. There is 
no reason to believe that the Late Vedic literature re
flects the history of a single time-frame (c.800-c.600 
B.C.), as has been supposed, but the general consensus 
is that it is earlier than the early Buddhist literature. 
Considering that the Buddha and Mahavira were con
temporaries, the Late Vedic literature is also earlier 
than the early stratum of Jaina literature and there does 
not seem to be a major time-gap either between the 
early Buddhist and early Jaina literatures.

The generally accepted chronological bracket of the 
early Buddhist literature is c.600-c.200 B.C. This is a 
fair estimate, because several edicts of Asoka presup
pose the existence of at least some of these texts. One 
may surmise that, when this literature refers to the 
political, social and economic background to the life 
of the Buddha, it refers to specific historical realities. 
The dates of the birth and death of the Buddha himself 
are not on a particularly secure footing, but one of the 
specific arguments is that the version of Asoka’s 
Minor Rock Edict I (which is known from Ahraura 
near Varanasi) states that the edict was issued 256 
years (not 256 nights, as previously supposed) after 
the Great Decease or Parinirvana of the Buddha. 
Assuming that the edict in question was issued during 
or after the 37th year of the coronation of Asoka and 
that his coronation took place in 264 B.C., three years 
after he ascended the throne, one gets the date 483 
B.C. for the death of the Buddha4 who is unanimously 
supposed to have lived for 80 years. It follows that the 
lifetime of the Buddha falls mostly in the 6th century 
B.C. Mahavira, whose traditional date is 599-527 
B.C., was thus an older contemporary of the Buddha.

At this point it must be stressed that the history of 
the Mahajanapada states of early historic India is 
known primarily from the texts. However, there are 
other categories of evidence too. (a) Certain coin
types have been associated with these states, and even 
after the pristine stage of these states was over, there 

are many issues of what have been called “tribal” or 
republican coins, dating from the 2nd and 1st centuries 
B.C. and later, (b) Certain inscriptions, especially a 
few edicts of Asoka, refer to several groups of people 
and their territories located both inside and outside the 
borders of his empire, (c) Field archaeology also plays 
a role. The major urban sites associated with the 
Mahajanapada states have been identified, excavated 
or otherwise investigated throughout the length and 
breadth of the subcontinent. To construct a reliable 
picture of state formation in early historic India one 
must study the textual, numismatic and epigraphical 
data in the context of recent archaeological research.

A Geographical and Historical Outline5
There are two lists both of which record sixteen 
named principalities: the Buddhist Anguttaranikaya 
and the Jaina Bhagavatisutta. The existence of only 
nine states can be gleaned from the Late Vedic 
literature. If one goes beyond these three sources and 
looks for the total number of references to different 
groups of people and their states in early historic

Fig. 2. Map of the political units mentioned in Buddhist sources 
(after Raychaudhuri [1996]).
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India, as B.C. Law (1943) does in his Tribes in 
Ancient India, one arrives at a figure of altogether 75 
“tribes”, each with a specific territory, although it has 
not been possible to identify all these territories with 
certainty. Some of the tribal principalities studied by 
Law may have emerged later than the sixteen major 
principalities, but even so, the process of their forma
tion is likely to have begun before the advent of the 
Mauryas. For the sake of clarity I shall begin here 
with the Buddhist list of sixteen states. The next step 
is to show the extent to which the Jaina list is different 
from the Buddhist list, and how both the Buddhist and 
Jaina lists compare with the list deduced from the Late 
Vedic literature. Finally, on the basis of Law’s list of 
75 tribal principalities, I shall investigate to what 
extent the small principalities in early historic India 
can be interpreted as city-states or city-state cultures.

Buddhist Literature
Most of the sixteen states that are mentioned in the
Buddhist sources are related in various ways to the 
life of the Buddha. These states are:

Kasi Vajji/Vriji Kuru Assaka/Asmaka
Kosala Malla Panchala Avanti
Anga Chedi/ Machchha/ Gandhara

Chetiya Matsya
Magadha Vamsa/ Surasena Kamboj a

Vatsa

The Buddhist sources unanimously ascribe a pre-emi
nent position to Kasi, which is identified with modern 
Kasi on the left bank of the Ganges and which lies 
between the two minor streams Varuna and Asi. 
Varanasi, the name of the capital (the British-Indian 
version is Benares) is derived from the names of these 
two streams. The pre-eminence of Varanasi as a place 
in the history of Indian culture spans the entire period 
from its mention in the Vedic literature to the present 
day. In the Buddhist J atabas alone (stories of the 
previous lives of the Buddha) there are no less than 
712 references to this city.

It was no doubt an important centre of Buddhist 
pilgrimage, because the Buddha first preached his 
religion at Samath in its outskirts; but it was also a 
major centre of trade and industry, including ship
building industry. Its cloth and sandal wood had a 
great reputation, and from here merchants sailed to 
southeast Asia. One also hears of specialist craftsmen 
within the city. For instance, there is a reference to 
“the ivory-workers’ street”. There are references to 

villages outside its four gates, and the quarters of 
carpenters, hunters and potters are mentioned. The 
city itself had multi-storeyed palaces, rampart wall, 
gates, towers, moats and battlements. The king who is 
frequently mentioned is Brahmadatta, who lived in a 
palace with at least two storeys and possessed many 
vehicles and large territories. It has been inferred that 
the principality of Kasi was at one time stronger than 
many of its neighbours, including Kosala which later 
annexed it.

Kosala had two capital cities, Saketa/Ayodhya and 
Sravasti, Ayodhya being the earlier of the two. The 
Brahmanical sources including the Puranas are full of 
references to the political importance of the rulers of 
Kosala, especially the ones at Ayodhya. Because of its 
association with the Buddha, Sravasti figures more in 
the Buddhist sources. Both these places have been sat
isfactorily identified, Ayodhya with a place of the 
same name on the right bank of the Sarayu and Sra
vasti with modem Sahet-Mahet on the bank of a 
dried-up course of the Rapti. The Buddha spent some 
time of his life at the Jetavana monastery of Sravasti. 
Kosala was regularly competing with Magadha for 
political supremacy.

Anga lay to the east of Magadha and its capital city 
was Champa, which has been identified with Nath- 
nagar in the northern outskirts of modern Bhagalpur. 
It was considered one of the six great cities of India 
during the time of the Buddha, the other five being 
Rajagriha, Sravasti, Saketa, Kausambi and Varanasi. 
It used to trade with southeast Asia. Anga was op
posed to Magadha, to which it eventually lost its sov
ereignty.

The first Magadhan capital was Rajagriha, a city 
which was surrounded by a range of hills, itself forti
fied by a dry-masonry stone wall. The Buddha was 
friendly with the Magadhan king Bimbisara and his 
son Ajatasatru who built the nucleus of the second 
Magadhan capital Pataliputra. In Rajagriha the 
Buddha used to stay at the monastery built for him in 
the mango-grove of Jivaka, a famous physician of his 
time. The Magadhan dynasties till the Nandas and 
their successor, the Mauryas, are well-known in the 
texts. The kings were successful in extending their 
political base at the expense of the Vajjis of north 
Bihar, Anga of east Bihar, and Kasi and Kosala of 
eastern Uttar Pradesh.

The Vajjis had their capital at Vaisali, which has 
now given its name to a district but is otherwise a 
prominent archaeological site. The Vajjis had a num
ber of confederate clans and owe most of their fame to 
their republican form of government. It has been dis
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cussed by various scholars (Sharma [1968]) and its 
focal point was the annual elections which took place 
at the meeting of the General Assembly held during 
the Spring Festival. Another reason for Vaisali’s fame 
was its chief courtesan Amrapali, who seems to have 
outshone the contemporary courtesans of the other 
principalities. The Lichchhavis competed with Mag- 
adha for political supremacy and the two states were 
often at war with one another.

The territory of the Mallas was centred around their 
capital Kusinara, where the Buddha died. There was 
also a subsidiary town called Pava which has not yet 
been satisfactorily identified but should be one of the 
major mounds lying between Kusinara and the 
Gandak. Kusinara is modem Kasia in the Padrauna- 
Deoria area of eastern Uttar Pradesh. The Malla terri
tory was absorbed by Magadha.

The ancient Chedi territory was roughly the modern 
Banda-Rewa area in eastern Bundelkhand. According 
to the Buddhist literature its capital was Sotthivati 
Nagara which still remains unidentified.

The capital of the Vatsa territory was Kausambi 
where the Buddha spent his days at the monastery 
named Ghositarama. Its ruins are spread over two 
modern villages which still have an echo of the old 
name Kausambi, Kosam. The most famous king of the 
Vatsa kingdom was Udayana, who ran away with 
Vasavadatta, the daughter of the king of Avanti, which 
lay centred in Malwa with Ujjayini as its capital.

The Kuru territory was centred on the modem Ku- 
rukshetra-Delhi-Meerat area of Haryana and western 
Uttar Pradesh. It had two capitals, Hastinapura (iden
tified with a village of the same name in Meerat dis
trict) and Indraprastha (the “Purana Qila” area of 
modem Delhi, which used to be known under a name 
which was plainly derived from Indraprastha).

Ancient Panchala is roughly central Doab and 
Rohilkhand, with its principal city at Ahichchhatra 
near Bareilly. Another major city was Kampilya.

The Matsya territory included the Alwar area of 
eastern Rajasthan with its capital at Biratanagara or 
modern Bairat. The centre of the Surasena territory 
was Mathura.

The Assaka/Asmaka territory lay in the upper Go
davari valley and its capital was Potana/Podana, which 
has been identified with Paithan near Aurangabad.

The Avanti territory, as already noted, lay in Malwa 
and had Ujjayini (modern Ujjain) as its capital.

Both Gandhara and Kamboja were in the north
west. The core of Gandhara was modem Peshawar 
plain and the area to its northeast, whereas in the later 
periods it apparently included the Potwar plateau with 

Taxila as its capital. The first capital was modem 
Charsadda or ancient Pushkalavati, and the third cap
ital was Purushapura or modern Peshawar.

The location of the 16th principality, Kamboja, is 
still uncertain and possibly comprised a part of 
Afghanistan to the northeast of Kabul. According to 
one source, its capital was Rajapura, which apparently 
has not yet been properly identified.

Jaina Literature
The number of states mentioned is still sixteen, but 
some of their names and geographical distributions 
are different (here italized). Contrary to what has been 
supposed, however, this does not necessarily mean 
that the Jaina list is later than the Buddhist list cited 
above.

Anga Malava Ladha Kasi
Vanga Achchha Padha Kosala
Magadha Vachchha/Vatsa Vajji Avaha
Malaya Kochchha Malla Sambhuttara

Among the new names mentioned, there is no confu
sion about Vanga. Basically, it should be the Bengal 
coast or the Ganges delta to the east of the old course 
of the Bhagirathi south of Calcutta. Malaya may stand 
for a region in south India, probably Kerala. Malava is 
possibly Malwa in central India, and if so, identical 
with Avanti. Achchha is problematic but might be 
Assaka/Asmaka of the Buddhist list. Kochchha is 
probably Kachchha or Kutch peninsula, whereas 
Ladha can mean either Lata (Gujarat, possibly main
land Gujarat and north Konkan) or Radha (a section of 
western West Bengal). Padha is not clearly identified 
but is taken to be identical with Pundra (mostly 
northern Bangladesh). Avaha is not identified either, 
and Sambhuttara may stand for Suhmmottara, which 
may mean the Tamluk region of West Bengal.

Late Vedic Evidence
The evidence of nine major states can be gleaned from 
the Late Vedic literature, which by general consensus 
is pre-Buddhist.

This list includes three new names: Kekaya, Madra 
and Usinara. Kekaya is located between the Jhelam

Gandhara Usinara Panchala
Kekaya Matsya Kasi
Madra Kuru Kosala
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Fig. 3. Map of the political units mentioned in Jaina sources (after 
Raychaudhuri [1996]).

Fig. 4. Map of the political units mentioned in Late Vedic sources 
(after Raychaudhuri [1996]).

and the Chenab in western Panjab, whereas Madra is 
located between the Chenab and the Ravi. Usinara 
country is located around modern Hardwar, the place 
where the Ganges comes down to the plain.

Raychaudhuri points out that Dakshinapada or 
“principalities of the south” occurs in the Vedic 
literature. The trans-Vindhyan states which are 
mentioned in early literature are Vidarbha or modem 
Berar (centred in modern Nagpur), Kalinga (generally 
southwest Orissa), Bhoja (a part of Berar, and 
possibly a part of Koraput and Bastar), Savara (a part 
of the Deccan), Pulinda (a part of Bundelkhand?), 
Mutiba (modern Hyderabad?), etc.

Tribes in Ancient India6
In his list of 75 tribes in ancient India, Law (1943) 
demonstrates that the territorial units which were tradi
tionally associated with particular groups of people 
(“tribes” in Law’s sense) need not be limited only to 
the Buddhist or Jaina versions of “sixteen principal
ities” mentioned earlier and may, in fact, cover the 

length and breadth of the subcontinent with many more 
names. We do not know for certain that all of these 75 
names emerged during our chosen time-period - i.e. 
between c. 800/600 B.C. and 200 B.C. Many of them 
may have emerged after ca. 200 B.C., and it must be kept 
in mind that the list of 75 names can be further expand
ed by a more detailed examination of the relevant texts. 
However, this greatly expanded list denotes that, tradi
tionally at least, all these principalities were parts of 
the ancient Indian political configuration.

Kamboja already mentioned
Gandhara -
Kuru -
Panchala -
Surasena -
Chedi -
Madra -
Malava -
Salva near Kurukshetra (epic tradition); 

western India (“Purana” tradition)
Usinara already mentioned
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Vahlika Balkh area of Afghanistan Buli, etc. northern Bihar and U.P.
Trigarta Kangra area of Himachal Pradesh Lichchhavi north Bihar
Yaudheya along the Sutlej? around Multan? Utkala/Udra Orissa
Kekaya already mentioned Avanti already mentioned
Abhira western India, inclusive of Sindhu-Sauvira Sindh

Rajasthan? Surashtra Saurashtra peninsula, Gujarat
Sibi western Panjab? Rajasthan? Sudra northwestern India
Darada modern Dardistan, north of Lata already mentioned

Kashmir Surparaka modern Sopar area, north
Karusa modem Rewa area of Bombay
Kuluta Kulu in Himachal Pradesh Audumbara Kangra region, Himachal Pradesh
Kulinda western Panjab Kaka, etc. Central India? Rajasthan? Gujarat?
Barbara Indus delta Matsya already mentioned
Murunda no unanimity of opinion, but east Ramatha Himachal Pradesh?

India? Parada the northwest
Arjunayana and Bhoja already mentioned
Prarjuna Bharatpur area of Rajasthan? Mekala eastern part of central India
Ambastha originally in Panjab Dasarna central India
Nisada Central India and the Vindhyas Pariyatra central India
Nisadha Berar?
Kasi already mentioned Some of the regions mentioned above are attested in
Kosala - early sources as territories of individual states.The
Vatsa - southern states of Chola, Chera and Pandya figure
Vatadhana, etc. northwest subcontinent foremost in this category. In eastern India Pundra and
Yona originally Afghanistan and Gauda, both with early literary allusions, should

northwestern subcontinent belong to this group. However, it must be borne in
Kalinga already mentioned mind that the available literary sources on the earliest
Andhra Godavari-Krishna valley phase of state-formation and states in early historic
Damila/Tamil Tamil Nadu India are not always consistent, and even when these
S av ara already mentioned sources refer to specific political events in their his-
Mutiba - tory, they are in many cases legendary or mythical.
Pulinda Deccan? The very fact that such information runs through a
Kuntala central India? Deccan? very wide spectrum of ancient Indian textual genre,
Rashtrika Deccan? however, compels us to accept the notion that there
Nasikya - was indeed a pristine phase of urbanized states in
Asmaka already mentioned early historic India. The names and identifications
Mulaka Malwa? Deccan? listed above may also have made it clear that satisfac
Chola Kaveri delta tory identifications have not been obtained in all
Pandya Madurai area cases. In some cases scholars assume that the tribe in
Chera Kerala question lived first in one area and then moved to
Magadha already mentioned another one. There is, however, no confusion re-
Videha north Bihar garding the identification and location of the sixteen
Jnatrika Vaisali area, north Bihar major states mentioned in the Buddhist literature.
Sakya Lumbini-Kapilavastu area
Malla already mentioned The Evidence of the HistoriansVanga
Gauda northern part of western Accompanying Alexander in Northwest

West Bengal India7
Suhma already mentioned This evidence is important because it testifies to the
Pundra - political organization of the North West Frontier,
Kirata Nepal Punjab and Sind before Alexander came to India in
Pragjyotisha Gauhati area, Assam 3T1 B.C. According to the modem historians who
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have analysed the evidence, there were about 28 polit
ical units in this region during this period. These units 
were well distributed in the hill valleys to the north
east of Peshawar, Peshawar plain and Potwar plateau, 
Panjab and Sind up to the Indus delta. The list is the 
following:

In the hill valleys to the northeast of Peshawar.

1. Aspasian territory

2. the country of the Guraeans
3. the kingdom of Assakenos
4. Nysa (republic)

Peshawar Plain
5. Peukelaotis (Pushkalavati)

Potwar Plateau
6. Taxila (Takshasila)
7. the kingdom of Arsakes
8. the kingdom of Abhisara

Punjab
9. the kingdom of Elder Poros

10. the kingdom of Glauganikai
11. the kingdom of Gandaris

12. the kingdom of Adraistai
13. the kingdom of Kathaioi
14. the kingdom of Sophytes
15. the kingdom of Phegelas
16. the kingdom of Siboi
17. the kingdom of Agalassoi
18. the kingdom of Oxydrakai

19. the kingdom of Malloi

20. the kingdom of Abastanoi
21. the kingdom of Xathroi

22. the kingdom of Ossadioi

Sind
23. the kingdom of Sodrai
24. the kingdom of Massanoi
25. the kingdom of Mousikanos
26. the kingdom of Oxykanos
27. the kingdom of Sambos
28. the kingdom of Patalene

Alishang-Kunar-Bajaur 
valley
Panjkhora river valley 
Part of Swat and Buner 
Lower Swat

modem Charsadda 

near Rawalpindi 
Hazara district 
hills above Taxila

the Jhelam-Chenab Doab 
to the west of the Chenab 
the Chenab-Ravi or 
Rechna Doab 
the Bari Doab 
also the Bari Doab 
along the Jhelam 
the Bari Doab 
Lower Rechna Doab 
in the Siboi area 
below the Jhelam-Chenab 
junction 
right bank of the lower 
Ravi 
below the Malloi country 
the Chenab-Ravi-Indus 
junction 
same as above

Northern Sind 
same as above 
Sukkur area of Sind 
Larkana area of Sind 
Sehwan area of Sind? 
Indus delta

A Synopsis of the Textual Evidence for
Economic and Politic Structures
In the Buddhist texts Varanasi is described as a city 
with walls and gates, ruled by a powerful king and 
inhabited by prosperous merchants and artisans. With 

variations this description may apply to the other 
mahajanapada cities as well. The economy of the 
early historic period was characterized by prosperous 
agriculture, a system of peasant ownership, well- 
developed and well-organized crafts, and with local as 
well as long-distance trade conducted along an inte
grated network of routes.

Politically, monarchy was the dominant form of 
government by this time. The Gana or republican 
tradition was found in the states of the Vajjis, Mallas, 
Sakyas, Koliyas, and a few other lesser-known com
munities in the eastern U.P. - north Bihar belt.8 The 
Vajjis are the best documented case. Above a large 
general assembly was a small council headed by a 
chief. Both the chief and the eight members of the 
small council were elected by the 7707 members of 
the larger assembly, which was possibly attended by 
the eldest sons of the families of the Vajji clan, each 
son representing his family. The voting procedures 
were laid down step by step, and there was also a for
mality of consecrating the elected councillors by a 
ritual bath. In north Bihar and its adjoining area there 
were other republican clans like the Videhas, Nayas, 
Mallas, Sakyas, Koliyas, etc. It also appears that 
during this time the Videhas and the Sakyas had al
ready developed monarchical institutions. Among the 
lesser-known republics one finds the names of the 
Moriyas of Pipphalivana (near Kusinara), the Bulis of 
Allakappa (also in the Kasia/Gorakhpur area), the 
Bhaggas of Sumsumaragiri (in the Allahabasd- 
Kausambi belt) and the Kalamas of Kesaputta (some
where in the Kosalan territory).

Among the sixteen major states of this period, only 
one - the Vajji state - was republican. Monarchy had 
already become a strongly entrenched political institu
tion by this time. Of the 28 states mentioned by histo
rians accompanying Alexander, most had a monarchy. 
The Sibois reputedly dressed in animal skins and 
wielded clubs. The Oxydrakai (Sanskrit Kshudraka) 
were the most warlike of them all. The Oxydrakai and 
the Malloi had a large army. The Abastanoi had a 
democratic government and a large army. The small 
state of Nysa had a similar form of government. In the 
kingdom of Patalene, leadership in war was vested in 
two hereditary kings of different families, but the state 
as a whole was ruled with paramount authority by a 
council of elders.

III. The Numismatic Evidence
Punch-marked silver coins have been found in their 
thousands all over the subcontinent, more in hoards
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and less in stratified contexts. They occur right from 
the very beginning of the Indian early historic 
sequence. These coins belong to three chronological 
groups: pre-Mauryan, Mauryan or Imperial Maga- 
dhan, and post-Mauryan. It is the first group which is 
mainly considered here, with a brief reference to the 
post-Mauryan “tribal” coins.

In a detailed recent study D.Rajgor (1998) has 
argued that no less than seventeen Janapadas “issued 
their coins from about the 6th century B.C. to the rise 
of the Mauryas”. These Janapadas are Andhra, Vanga, 
Magadha, Surashtra, Asmaka, Kuntala, Sakya, Gand- 
hara, Kalinga, Kosala, Kuru, Malla, Panchala, 
Surasena and Vatsa. Those italicized belong to the 
Buddhist literary list of sixteen Mahajanapadas. 
Rajgor (1998) has illustrated what he calls the “state 
symbols” of the Janapada coins studied by him (Fig. 
5), and following him, we may offer a brief survey of 
these coins and their postulated dates. These are all 
punch-marked coins, and are, unless otherwise stated, 
of silver.

Andhra Janapada (c. 500-350 B.C.) silver punch- 
marked coins weighing between 1.5 g and 1.8 g, con
forming to the weight standard of the indigenous 
coin-type known as “half Karshapana”. Their sizes 
are 14 to 17 mm by 28 mm. Punched symbols occur 
on only one surface, and the only recurring symbol 
in the series is an elephant with minor variations. 
Smaller denomination coins are also known.

Vanga Janapada (c. 550-500 B.C.) coins are known in 
three denominations: Karshapana, half-Karshapana 
and quarter-Karshapana. The Karshapana coins of 
Vanga weigh between 2.8 g and 3.5 g. The identi
fying symbol of Vanga seems to be a boat.

Magadha Janapada (c. 600 - c. 410 B.C.) coins 
included denominations higher than the Karsha
pana type, some of them weighing between 5.2 g 
and 6 g. The distinguishing symbols are “sun” and a 
six-armed symbol.

Surashtra Janapada (c. 450 - c. 300 B.C.) coins are 
found in the Junagadh area of the Saurashtra penin
sula and weigh about a gramme each. The symbols 
include variations of an elephant shown in associ
ation with other symbols.

Avanti Janapada (c. 500 - c. 400 B.C.) Karshapana 
coins weigh about 3.6 g each and bear elephant 
symbol in combination with two other symbols.

Asmaka Janapada (c. 500 - c. 350 B.C.) coins weigh 
between 1.3g and 1.7 g and their symbols include 
an elephant and a tree.

Kuntala Janapada of the Konkan coast of western 

India has coins both in silver and copper, with their 
highest denomination weighing between 6.3 g and 
7.5 g. Their symbols include a scorpion.

Sakya Janapada coins come from the Lumbini region 
of Nepal, weigh between 7 g and 7.2 g and bear a 
“hut” sign placed with other motifs.

Gandhara Janapada (c. 600 - c. 300 B.C.) has three 
categories of coins: bent-bar and single-symbol 
coins and coins with animal motifs. A six-armed 
symbol seems to be the commonest Gandhara coin 
motif.

Kalinga Janapada (c. 500 and c. 260 B.C.) coins are 
“half-Karshapana” type and show a symbol made 
of a combination of different motifs.

Kasi Janapada (c. 600 - c. 465 B.C.) has several coin
types, including a large and thick issue showing a 
disc-shaped symbol.

Kosala Janapada (c. 525 - c. 465 B.C.) coins are also 
multidenominational and their main symbol is a 
combination of different motifs.

Kuru Janapada (c. 400 - c. 350 B.C.) coin symbols 
include a fish with dots, a bull, and an elephant with 
a rider.

Malla Janapada coins show a weight range between 
6.8 g to 2.5 g and carry a distinct symbol composed 
of several motifs.

Panchala Janapada coins are found in three denomi
nations - half-Karshapana, quarter-Karshapana and 
Mashaka - with a large central symbol composed 
of different motifs.

Surasena Janapada coins are in two denominations - 
half-Karshapana and Mashaka - with a large com
posite symbol showing a lion and a fish.

Vatsa Janapada coins conform to the Karshapana type 
and show a four-symbol pattern.

As more detailed studies are undertaken of the prove
nances and symbols of hundreds of thousands of 
punch-marked coins in different parts of the subconti
nent, one hopes that more “Janapada coin types” will 
be isolated. In fact, such coin types are about the 
surest indications of the fact that there were Janapada 
states long before the formation of the Mauryan 
empire. Even the second major type of early coins 
(c. 600 - c. 200 B.C.), i.e. uninscribed cast copper 
coins, could have had various local issues, denoting 
the existence of local powers before their incorpora
tion in the Mauryan empire.

Between the fall of the Mauryan empire in the 
beginning of the 2nd century B.C. and the rise of the 
Gupta dynasty of Magadha in about the middle of the 
4th century A.D. there were a large number of locally
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Fig. 5. State symbols on some Janapada coins (after Rajgor [1998])
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issued coins in north India, generally in Panjab, north
eastern and eastern Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and 
Madhya Pradesh. They were issued by both monar
chical states and tribal republics. More interestingly, 
there were some “city issues” and “guild issues”. The 
local coins were mostly of copper, round in shape, 
both inscribed and uninscribed, and carried symbols 
which were executed at the same time by either dies 
or moulds.

“The legends on the local coins show that these were issued by 
authorities of different types. Majority of their issuers were 
persons having no royal titles whatever. A few names are accom
panied by royal title, and rarely by one or two epithets... Most of 
the issuers, however, were petty local chieftains. Some issuers of 
coins display their pride in their tribal affiliation. The Audum- 
baras and allied tribal chiefs ... adopt royal titles, but their le
gends also mention their respective tribes. The legends on a few 
coins also show that they were issued in the name of the ganas 
and janapadas. The legends on the coins of the Arjunayanas, the 
Uddehikas, the Malavas, the Yaudheyas and others prove that 
they were issued in the names of the different ganas or repub
lican clans. Similarly the coins of the Sibis, the Trigartas, the 
Vrishnis and the Rajanyas bear inscriptions showing that they 
were issued in the respective names of the whole janapadas” 
(Goyal [1995] 131).

The cities which issued coins on their own are 
Varanasi, Kausambi, Vidisa, Erakina, Bhagila, Kurara, 
Ujjayini, Tripuri, Mahishmati, Jyesthapura, Tagara, 
Ayodhya, Pushkalavati, Taxila and Kapisa. The city 
names occur as legends on such coins. There are also 
a few other legends of this type but it is not known 
if they refer to cities or tribes. The city divinities 
figure on the coins of Pushkalavati, Taxila and Kapisa 
and are identified clearly by legends. In Taxila there is 
a specific coin type which is identified by legends as 
being issued by guilds. These are known as Naigama 
(“of trade guilds”) coins.

The explanation offered for such an immense 
multiplicity of local coin types is that it was econom
ically important for the local authorities and cities to 
mint coins of their own in the wake of the collapse of 
the Maury an empire.

The tribal/republican and the city and guild coins of 
this period do not necessarily reflect the existence of 
city-states in the post-Mauryan period up to the estab
lishment of the Gupta dynasty, but they surely indicate 
that the pre-Mauryan Janapada tradition did not 
entirely wither away. This apparently merely lay dor
mant during Mauryan rule over a large part of 
northern India. Besides, the city and guild issues 
identify their issuers as still the foci of political and 
economic activities.

IV. The Evidence of Inscriptions
Compared with the evidence furnished by coins, the 
epigraphic evidence is much less abundant. How
ever, one has to take cognizance of the mention of a 
few northern and southern groups of people and prin
cipalities in Asoka’s inscriptions. Among the northern 
people are those of Kamboja and Gandhara. In the 
deep south there are references to four groups, each 
having their kingdoms outside his own empire: Chola, 
Pandya, Satiyaputra and Keralaputra. In the Andhra 
region the “Andhras” are mentioned as a group. Per
haps in the same general region or elsewhere figure 
the Palidas (basically unidentified), Bhojas (Berar), 
Rathikas (Deccan?) and perhaps Petenikas (disputed 
and unidentified). Similarly, the territory of the Kalin- 
gas is mentioned. The importance of this epigraphic 
testimony is that it provides an independent verifica
tion of the terms that we have come across in litera
ture. If we leave aside the Asokan edicts, perhaps the 
only other major inscription which is of primary 
importance from the present point of view is the Alla
habad edict of Samudragupta of the Gupta dynasty of 
Magadha in about the middle of the 4th century AD. 
The tribal states which have been mentioned here and 
which are said to have paid homage to him are the 
Malavas, Arjunayanas, Yaudheyas, Madrakas, 
Abhiras, Prarjunas, Sanakanikas, Kakas and Khara- 
parikas. Many of these names occur in the texts and 
on the coins.9

V. An Over-View of the Textual, 
Numismatic and Epigraphic Evidence
The evidence as a whole is both diverse and dis
jointed. As we have noticed, references are scattered 
in a wide variety of texts covering a very wide range 
of Indian history. What is important about these 
sources is that they are consistent in their mention of 
different tribal states. There is no contradiction be
tween them regarding this issue. A very extensive 
range of Sanskrit literature, the early Buddhist and 
Jaina literature, and even the fragmentary texts of the 
accounts left by historians accompanying Alexander 
testify unanimously to a rich tradition of political 
units associated with specific communities or groups 
of people in ancient India. Details of their administra
tion can be found only in the Buddhist literature and 
mostly in the geographical context of north Bihar, 
where the Vajji confederacy had a republican struc
ture. In other cases the evidence is marginal. It is 
again the Buddhist literature which throws light on 
the economic condition of the Mahajanapada states by 
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talking about their peasants, craftsmen, traders and 
royal families. If one looks at the evidence as a whole, 
one is struck not merely by its diversity but also by its 
internal consistency. Widely separate texts go on men
tioning the same names, which are also recorded in 
whatever epigraphical evidence is available. The 
impressive array of coin types of different periods 
ensures that the tradition is not just a chimera, despite 
its general lack of details about economy and adminis
tration. The history of these coin types in terms of pre- 
Mauryan, Mauryan and post-Mauryan phases is per
haps the surest indication of the fact that the Janapada 
states had a time-bound history of their own. Samu- 
dragupta’s Allahabad inscription proves that this his
tory continued at least up to the 4th century A.D.

Our primary concern in this paper is with Maha- 
janapada states. The literary sources, the Asokan 
edicts, and the coins all suggest that there was a 
specific phase of Indian civilization during which 
the political units were the Mahajanapada states. The 
problem which will be examined in the rest of 
the paper is the extent to which field archaeology 
supports this framework and can shed light on the 
question whether some of the Mahajanapada states 
were city-states or a network of city-states, i.e. a city- 
state culture.

VI. The Evidence of Archaeology
There are three preliminary points. City-sites have 
generally been identified in the ancient Indian historic 
context mainly on the presence or absence of fortifica
tions, which is not always a safe guide. Secondly, if 
there are a number of city-sites in a particular region, 
it is important to establish their chronological 
sequence. The early historic urban growth in India has 
three major chronological phases: around the 6th cen
tury B.C., in and around the Maury a period in the 3rd 
century B.C., and finally, the early centuries A.D. or 
roughly, the Kushan period. Thirdly, only a handful of 
sites have been properly excavated, and even in those 
cases, the data on the early levels are inadequate. The 
limitations of the currently available data force us to 
offer only a very sketchy outline10 in the present con
text, where the focus is on the evaluation of the 
premise that some of them might have functioned as 
the urban centres of city-states.

Kasi figures at the top of the Buddhist list of Jana
pada states. As early as the 6th century B.C. if not ear
lier its capital, Varanasi, was a settlement with a mas
sive clay rampart. However, the crucial problem in 
this and all other similar cases is not the identification 

of capital cities but rather how we define the territory 
of the Janapada in question? How many city-sites can 
be identified within its territorial limits, and what do 
we know of their chronology and relationship to the 
capital?

In the case of Kasi certain inferences can be made. 
The geographical focus of the modem Kasi region 
includes the areas of Azamgarh, Ballia, Ghazipur and 
Jaunpur. Its base-line is the right bank of the Ganges. 
It had a large hinterland beyond this base, but on the 
east its natural boundary is the Ghaghra. On the north 
it probably did not extend beyond Jaunpur and a part 
of Sultanpur. On the right bank of the Ganga it per
haps included the area between modern Chakia and 
Mirzapur. Thus, it covered an area of c. 15,000 km2, 
roughly corresponding to the Benares Division of 
British India,11 a conclusion supported by my own 
ground survey of the region. In this area there are 6 
fortified settlements besides Kasi: one near Jaunpur; 
Masaon-dih between Bañaras and Ghazipur, Bairant 
in Chaundauli on the right bank of the Ganges, 
Ahraura on the same bank of the Ganges, Pakka Kot 
in Balliah and Raja-Nahush-Ka-Tila in Azamgarh. 
Among the unfortified sites, Khairadih in Azamgarh 
deserves a special mention. Its ancestry is earlier than 
the NBPW, and in the early centuries AD it was a 
well-built township. None of these latter sites, except 
Khairadih, is excavated, but all of them have yielded 
NBPW, the diagnostic pottery feature of the beginning 
of the early historic period in the Ganges plain, but the 
NBPW also continues up to c. 200 B.C. or the end of 
the Maurya period. Some, if not all, of these six sites 
could also have come up only during the Maurya 
period and served the function of administrative 
centres of the Mauryan empire. On the other hand, 
they may date from the 6th century B.C., and if so, 
they were either the major administrative centres of 
the Kasi Janapada itself or, perhaps, contemporary 
city-states which were eventually merged in the 
kingdom of Kasi. It was a monarchical state, and we 
cannot rule out the possibility that the strength of the 
Kasi Janapada reported in the Buddhist literature was 
based on the incorporation of a number of small 
neighbouring city-states. We prefer to leave the issue 
open, but emphasize that it is the archaeological 
evidence of urban centres which lies behind such a 
conclusion, and that goes for all the other Mahajana- 
padas too.

Kosala was a larger Janapada than Kasi. It was 
based on both banks of the Ghaghra or Sarayu. On the 
right bank of the Ghaghra, it came up to Pratapgarh 
and Sultanpur and covered the Lucknow area as well. 
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On its left bank it had a larger territory, including the 
whole of the old Bahraich, Gonda and Basti districts 
and perhaps a part of Gorakhpur. Ayodhya/Saketa and 
Sravasti were its two successive capital cities. Both of 
them had huge ramparts, but there seems to be a gen
eral lack of other fortified sites in Kosala. In my sur
veys I have encountered only two - Chardah near 
Nanpara on the modern Nepal border, and Kopia on 
the bank of the Ami river in Basti. There seems to be 
no lack of large unfortified settlements on both sides 
of the Sarayu. Pratapgarh has at least one such site and 
Sultanpur several. Basti has sites like Bhuili, Soh- 
gaura and Setavya. All of them have NBPW, but are 
all of them as early as the first phase of Ayodhya and 
Sravasti? Kosala Janapada was a monarchical state 
which subsequently annexed Kasi. Ayodhya/Saketa is 
supposed to be its first capital. During this phase its 
territory was perhaps limited to the region on either 
bank of the Sarayu. In the second phase, when 
Sravasti became the capital, its interests must have 
extended very wide on the left bank of the Sarayu, and 
the territorial limits that we have outlined for Kosala 
here possibly belong to this phase when it was cer
tainly too large to be called a city-state. In the third 
phase of its history, when Sravasti was one of the 
provincial capitals of the Mauryan empire, its writ 
certainly ran as far east as the old Sakya territory of 
Tilaurakot and Kapilavastu.

The capital of Anga Janapada was Champa, 
modern Nathnagar in the northern outskirts of Bha- 
galpur on the right bank of the Ganges. It lay spread 
along this bank of the Ganges between Rajmahal in 
the south and Kiul/Lakhisarai in the north and 
included some areas on the left bank aS well. As a site 
Champa towers high above any other site in the entire 
region, and although the total area involved is not 
insignificant, it may once have been a city-state, but 
we have no supporting evidence.

During the time of the Buddha, the capital of Mag- 
adha Janapada was Rajagriha. If we leave aside the 
later capital of Pataliputra, which subsequently be
came the capital of the Mauryan empire, Rajagriha is 
the earliest major site in the whole of Gaya and Patna 
districts, which correspond to the core of Magadha. 
There is a fortified site - Devangarh - to the south of 
Rajagriha, but that is a much smaller place, although 
fortified. The political landscape of early Magadha 
was overshadowed by Rajagriha, and its hinterland 
was too large for a city-state.

Vajji Janapada, or perhaps a conglomeration of 
republican Janapadas known as the Vajji or Lichch- 
havi confederacy, had its capital at Vaisali. However, 

Vaisali was not the only fortified urban site of north 
Bihar; there are three more fortified sites and at least 
two more large, unfortified but presumably urban, 
sites of this period in north Bihar. The three fortified 
sites are Naulagarh in Begusarai, Katragarh near 
Muzaffarpur, and Balirajgarh near Madhubani. The 
two major unfortified sites are Mangalagarh in 
Samastipur and Jai Mangalagarh in Begusarai. The 6th 
century B.C. date is established only for Vaisali; the 
others yield NBPW and may thus be both contempo
rary and later. The fortifications of Katragarh and 
Balirajgarh are supposedly not earlier than the second 
century B.C. The references in literary sources to the 
existence of a confederacy of republican states in this 
part of north Bihar seem to be supported by the 
archaeological data. There is no evidence, however, 
that the Vajji Janapada was a system of city-states 
organized into a confederacy. The confederacy seems 
to have been composed of clans, not cities; the only 
other known member was Videha, which was not a 
city; and the confederacy must have covered an enor
mous territory.

Malla Janapada’s capital was Kusinara in the 
Gorakhpur region. The territory lay to the west of the 
Gandak and included, apart from Kusinara, the 
modern Padrauna and Deoria areas. None of the early 
sites of this territory, including Kusinara, is fortified. 
Kusinara appears to be the most important settlement 
of this zone but its hinterland is much too big for a 
city-state.

Chedi Janapada lay centred in Bundelkhand, much 
of it covered by the Vindhyan hills. The capital Sotthi- 
vati Nagara was possibly near Rewa and thus identifi
able with the unfortified but large early historic site of 
Itaha on the bank of the Beehar, a tributary of the 
Tons, itself a tributary of the Yamuna. The major 
monumental site of this zone - Kalinjar fort - is men
tioned in early literary sources, but no early remains 
have yet been reported from the fort area. It is impos
sible to decide whether Sotthivati Nagara was ever be 
the urban centre of a city-state.

The capital of Vatsa Janapada was Kausambi on the 
right bank of the Yamuna. The other major urban set
tlements of this region are Jhusi or ancient Prayag on 
the left bank of the Ganges opposite Allahabad, Bhita 
on the right bank of the Yamuna, Kara on the left bank 
of the Ganges, and Kairagarh on the bank of the Tons. 
It would make sense if these settlements also be
longed to the Vatsa Janapada, which may have 
extended to include a part of the right bank of the 
Yamuna. Ancient Prayag, apparently unfortified, is a 
massive site, but Kausambi towers above them all.
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The core of Kuru Janapada was the area of modern 
Kurukshetra, Delhi and Meerat. The major contempo
rary sites are Thaneswar (Kurukshetra), Indraprastha 
(Delhi) and Hastinapur, the last one being the largest 
of the three.

Panchala Janapada had its capital at Ahichchhatra 
near Bareilly, which roughly covers the Rohilkhand 
area and central Doab of Uttar Pradesh. Apart from 
Ahichchhatra, the major city sites are Musanagar on 
the right bank of the Yamuna to the west of Kanpur, 
Jajmau on the right bank of the Ganges in the outskirts 
of Kanpur, Kampil and Sankisa (both near Faruk- 
habad), Ekachakra (near Etahwa) and Kanauj (near 
Kanpur). All these are major sites. The ancient Pan
chala Janapada is unlikely to have been a city-state, 
and there is no evidence that it comprised a number of 
city-states united under the name of the Panchalas.

Matsya Janapada is roughly modern Alwar between 
Delhi and Jaipur. The site of its capital Biratanagara is 
modem Bairat. This is the only major early historic 
site of the area, unless the sites of Rairh and Sambar 
near Jaipur are included.

The capital of Surasena Janapada was Mathura, 
which is also the dominant city-site of the entire 
region and which is too large to be the hinterland of a 
city-state.

If the Asmaka territory was situated in the upper 
Godavari valley in Maharashtra, its capital must have 
been Paithan or ancient Pratisthana. The only other 
major city-site of the region is Bhokardan or ancient 
Bhogavarddhana. On the other hand, if the Asmaka 
territory was in Vidarbha, its major city-sites would be 
Adam and Pauni.

The capital of Avanti Janapada in Malwa was 
Ujjayini. the only major city-site of the Malwa region 
except for Vidisa, which may once have consituted a 
separate political territory under the name of Dasarna.

Both the major cities of Gandhara Janapada - 
Pushkalavati and Takshasila - are attested as early and 
contemporary settlements. Apparently, this Janapada 
had two major urban centres right from the beginning.

Kamboja Janapada lay beyond Gandhara and thus 
was probably in Afghanistan. The ancient city of 
Kapisa or modern Begram could be its capital. There 
is no other large city in the area.

The above summary covers the archaeological evi
dence for urban centres in the sixteen Janapada states 
mentioned in the Buddhist list. In this context it is 
superfluous to do the same for the Jaina list and the 
expanded list given by B.C. Law. Instead, we may 
look at the distribution of city-sites in a particular geo

graphical area where the chance of fresh discoveries 
of such sites is remote. The following ancient geo
graphical units, for instance, are commonly cited for 
the area of the modem Indian state of West Bengal: 
Gauda, Uttara Radha, Dakshina Radha, Suhma, Dan- 
tabhukti, and Pundravarddhana. Gauda covered the 
Murshidabad-Birbhum sector, and here the principal 
city-site is Kotasur. In Uttara Radha or Barddhaman, 
the city-site is Mangalkot. In Dakshina Radha or 
Bankura the city-site is Pokharna. In Suhma which 
should cover coastal Medinipur, the city-site is 
Tamluk. In Vanga, across the Bhagirathi-flow of the 
Ganges to the east, the major site is Chandraketugarh. 
In the northern part of West Bengal, the Pundra terri
tory includes the fortified site of Bangarh, but its cap
ital was Mahasthangarh in the modem Bangladesh 
territory of Bagura, which is immensely larger than 
Bangarh. Dantabhukti covers the southwestern por
tion of West Bengal and the southeastern section of 
Orissa. Here the dominant site is Radhanagar near 
Jajpur. What is interesting is that each of these ancient 
geographical units is dominated by one major city
site, just as each of the sixteen Mahajanapadas seems 
to have been dominated by a capital.

If one moves to the deep south, one encounters a 
similar situation in the earliest phase of urban growth 
there. Four geographical units are established in the 
Asokan epigraphical records: Satiyaputra, Chola, 
Pandya and Chera/Kerala territories. The Satiyaputra 
territory is identified with the Dharampuri district to 
the north of the Kaveri delta. Urayur in modern 
Tiruchirapalli on the Kaveri was the first capital of the 
Cholas. The Pandyan capital was Madurai and the 
Chera capital was Karur. The point is, once again, that 
each geographical unit was centred on one major city. 
In the context of this region, it is also important to 
remember that the early historic urban growth in the 
Kaveri delta and its hinterland including a part of 
Kerala is almost as early as the beginning of the early 
historic period in northern India. The 5lh-4th century 
B.C. is now taken as its base-line.

VII. Summary
After pointing out that the Mahajanapada states 
denote the first phase of the political history of India 
and are closely related to the growth of the early his
toric period in the Ganges plain and elsewhere, we 
have put this growth in its proper archaeological con
text by underlining the long protohistoric phase 
behind it and the possible element of the continuity of 
a city-state tradition from the Indus civilization phase 
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itself. The next focus of our enquiry was an under
standing of the framework of local states all over the 
subcontinent through the references in the Later 
Vedic, Buddhist, Jaina and other categories of litera
ture, including the testimony left behind by the histo
rians who accompanied Alexander. This was followed 
up by an examination of the nature of numismatic and 
epigraphic sources, which left no doubt that there was 
a strong core of tribal/local states in India right up to 
the Gupta period in the 4th century A.D. Finally, the 
currently available data on major city-sites in various 
parts of the country were briefly considered and found 
to conform broadly to the literary, numismatic and 
epigraphic data mentioned earlier. The major city
sites were usually the foci of political units which in 
some cases - as in the case of Panchala, among others 
- would be in the region of tens of thousands of 
square kilometres and thus be considered unsuitable 
for a city-state-type organization. But in certain rela
tively small areas - as in the case of the ancient geo
graphical units of West Bengal - there is no difficulty 
in postulating such an organizational framework. The 
point we would stress is that city-states - monar
chical, oligarchical or republican -were a clear and 
important component of the ancient Indian political 
scene.

Further, the following summation of the textual 
image of an ancient Indian city will tell us that it had a 
lot in commom with preindustrial cities elsewhere. 
The normative literary image has been called the 
state’s view of a city: “a special place, to be separated 
from other spaces and protected - a place no doubt 
accommodating workers, artisans, merchants, farmers 
and others, but only as ancillaries to the king”, 
because the city belongs to the king and his state. In 
the more dominant, secular view, “the city is not con
stituted by the mighty presence of the king or a central 
ritual structure; in this view the city is a beehive of 
secular activity ... it is a view of the city in which the 
main actors could be an impoverished Brahmin (car
avan leader), his family, friend and his lady-love; a 
merchant’s son; a courtesan girl; a gambler who turns 
to renunciation, and a host of other characters” (Chat- 
topadhyay [1997]).

VIII. Conclusion
In spite of the fact that the conclusion of this study is 
largely negative or, at best, leaves open the possibility 
that the concepts of city-state and city-state culture 
can be applied, there can be no doubt that early Indian 
history deserves to be discussed in this context.

First, comparisons with the Greek polis, especially 
Athens, are frequently found in older studies of early 
Indian history (e.g. Rhys Davids [1922] 175; Sharma 
[1968] 99), and the concept of city-state has been 
brought into play in several recent studies (e.g. 
Kenoyer [1997]; [1998] 100, 179). It is our hope that 
the more cautious and sceptical views argued here 
will counterbalance the wider and somewhat inexact 
use of the concept of city-state in earlier studies.

Second, the importance of urbanization in early 
Indian history, the remarkable fragmentation of early 
India in a large number of political units each centred 
on a capital, and the attestation of republican forms of 
government in the first millennium B.C. are three fac
tors which indicate that it is relevant to investigate 
whether some of these urbanized republican political 
units were, in fact, city-states. In answering this ques
tion one must treat the Indus civilisation and the 
Mahajanapada states separately.

1. The prevailing view today seems to be that the 
Harappan civilization comprised four or five states, 
each centred on a major city, and that all the other 
towns were just administrative centres. In that case 
each of the four or five major cities possessed a hin
terland of 100,000 km2 or more (Kenoyer [1997] 54), 
and was certainly not a city-state as defined here.

On the other hand, it may just as well be argued that 
many of the urban settlements were centres of much 
smaller political units, some of them confined to a city 
with its immediate hinterland. In that case the con
cepts of city-state and city-state culture become 
highly relevant. The present state of knowledge does 
not allow us to make a choice between these two dif
ferent interpretations.

2. As the evidence stands, none of the Mahajana- 
padas seems to have been a city-state or a city-state 
culture according to the definitions of these two con
cepts suggested in this volume. There are two major 
obstacles to applying the city-state concept to India in 
the early historic period.

One is the size of the Mahajanapadas. Even the 
smallest of the sixteen states in the Buddhist list pos
sessed a territory of over 10,000 km2 and can only 
count as a city-state if one is prepared to extend the 
possible size of the hinterland of a city-state from a 
maximum of c. 3,000 km2 to something like 10,000- 
20,000 km2. There remains, of course, the possibility 
that each Mahajanpada was a city-state culture, i.e. a 
system of city-states. In several cases we know that a 
Mahajanapada had other important urban centres than 
the capital, and in the case of the Vajjis the texts speak 
of a federation of republican janapadas. But it cannot 
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be proved that it was a federation of polities each 
composed of an urban centre and its immediate hinter
land. Thus, even here the answer is, at best, a non 
liquet.

The other obstacle to applying the concept of city- 
state is the names of the Mahajanapadas and their cap
itals. An often very good indication of the existence of 
city-states is that the name of the city is the same as 
the name of the state, e.g. Uruk in Sumer, Athens in 
Greece, Tarquinia in Etruria, Siena in Italy, Tikal in 
the Mayan part of Mesoamerica, Melaka among the 
Malay city-states, Zheng in Zhou China, Kalimbari in 
the Niger Delta, Ilesha among the Yoruba, etc. The so- 
called territorial states, on the other hand, are charac
terized by having names derived from the whole terri
tory or the people with quite different names for the 
capital; thus, Paris is the capital of France, etc. 
(Hansen, supra 18). Now, in all sixteen Mahajan- 
padas the name of the state was different from the 
name of its capital, which indicates that it was a terri
torial state with a capital, not a city-state, and that the 
other urban sites of the Mahajanapada were adminis
trative rather than political centres. On the other hand, 
we cannot be certain, and future discoveries may 
change the picture.

Notes
1. Chakrabarti (1995) 140. In Chakrabarti (1999) 199 I wrote: 

“We postulate multiple kingdoms centred around the major set
tlements of a region. This means that in each distribution zone 
there could have been more than one kingdom. We must con
sider the possibility that some of them were actually city- 
states.”

2. Kenoyer (1998) 100. On page 183 he states: “Many continuities 
between the Indus and the Early Historic cities may result from 
living in similar environments and the availability of similar 
raw materials, but other continuities clearly reflect strong social 
and ideological linkages.”

3. To be a “Salute” State means that the ruler of the State in ques
tion was greeted by a formal gun salute by the British.

4. Narain (1993). For a discussion of the much-debated socio
political aspects connected with the birth of the Buddha, see 
Chakrabarti (1997) 183-189.

5. The sections II.2.1 to II.2.3 are based on Raychaudhuri (1996) 
11-185.

6. In addition to B.C. Law (1943), Chaudhuri (1954), Pathak 
(1963), and Sharma (1968) are useful in this regard.

7. Alexander’s invasion of India has been discussed by various 
scholars (Smith [1924]; Tam [1951]). This account is based on 
Raychaudhuri (1996) 211-233.

8. This section is based on Sharma (1968) 85-236.
9. For the Asokan inscriptions, see Hultzsch (1925); for Samu- 

dragupta’s inscription, see Chhabra & Ghai (1981).
10. This section is based on my review of the material in 

Chakrabarti (1999) 279-290. For a detailed review of the Bud

dhist literature on some of the sites mentioned in this section, 
see Sarao (1990). On Kasi, see Chandra (1981) (in Hindi); 
Narain & Roy (1976, 1977); Narain and Singh (1977); Singh 
(1985). On the Kosala capitals Ayodhya and Sravasti, see Bak
ker (1986); Chakrabarti (1995); Marshall (1914), Sinha (1967). 
On Rajagriha in Magadha, see Marshall (1909). On Vaisali, see 
Mishra (1962). On Champa, see Ghosh (1989). On the lesser 
sites of the Gangetic Plain, see Patil (1963); Führer (1891). For 
recent developments in south India, see Rajan (1997).

11. Division = an administrative unit comprising several districts.
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Ancient City-States of the Tarim Basin

Nicola Di Cosmo

Eastern Central Asia, today the Uighur Autonomous 
Region of Xinjiang, in the People’s Republic of 
China,1 has been historically home to independent 
communities, organized into small principalities 
centred in or around oases, whose political organiza
tion, economy, and social life are comparable with 
that of city-states in several important respects. They 
were linked overland by routes crossed for centuries 
by merchants and envoys travelling between Europe 
and Asia. In waves, the city-states of the Tarim Basin 
accepted foreign cultures which they then made their 
own, turning them into the common patrimony of the 
whole region. Even when, conquered by foreign 
powers, these communities became part of larger 
political entities, such as the Chinese, the Tibetan, or 
the Mongol empires, the specific city-state tradition 
asserted itself as the natural political configuration of 
the region. As a result, until their incorporation into 
China as a proper province, foreign domination was 
ephemeral.

At the same time, no internal impulses were strong 
enough to unify the region. In time, although some of 
these city- (or perhaps oasis-) states,2 such as Kashgar, 
Hami, and Turfan, became regionally powerful, they 
were not able to impose their rule and transform their 
region into a single “state”. War in the region was 
endemic, especially between nomads and agricultural
ists, due to differences in economy and political tradi
tions, but relations among the oasis-states themselves 
tended towards the establishment of balanced forms 
of economic, religious and cultural interaction. The 
ethnic identity of the people who lived in the “oasis
states” was closely linked to the city of their birth and 
residence, and cultural markers - such as clothes, 
languages, food and social customs - that allow us to 
identify a given place of origin can be seen to this 
day.

Only recently has the Uighur ethnic designation 
been elevated to the rank of a common identity for the 
Turkic-speaking, Muslim inhabitants of Xinjiang 
(Gladney [1990]), but this functions as an umbrella 
term beneath which the old local identities based on 
the oasis of provenance are still discernible. Ar

guably, the oasis-states of the Tarim Basin and its sur
rounding areas in the Tianshan mountains and Fer
ghana region can be regarded as a “city-state culture” 
from the very beginning of historical times, in the 
second century B.C., and its remarkable resilience can 
be attested through many centuries of historical 
changes and cultural metamorphoses.

These oases are concentrated in the region of the 
Tarim Basin on the fringes of the desert depression of 
Taklamakan. The oases are created by streams and 
rivers flowing from the mountain chains that surround 
the desert. The glaciers on the mountains provide a 
more or less regular supply of water that, properly 
channelled and controlled, serves to irrigate the land, 
making it possible to support relatively large commu
nities. The string of oases along the northern and 
southern edges of the Taklamakan have also served as 
stepping stones for commercial caravans, diplomatic 
missions, and religious pilgrimages along what has 
come to be known as the “Silk Road”. Over the past 
three thousand years the environment has changed 
considerably (Hou [1996]), owing to the retreat of 
fertile land due to increasing aridity, and also to 
historical factors which from time to time have dis
rupted the irrigation works that enabled the cultivation 
of the oases. Aridity, however, was not the only 
phenomenon, nor probably the most important, that 
affected the life of the oases, as observed by Aurel 
Stein (Stein [1921] I: 202). Drifting sand that buried 
cultivated fields was another phenomenon that deter
mined the abandonment of certain sites and conse
quent shifts in the location of oases. Recent archae
ological surveys have determined, however, that the 
oases in the southern parts of the Tarim Basin were 
more heavily affected by this phenomenon because of 
the position of the rivers. These, flowing south to 
north, perpendicularly down the mountains into the 
desert, offered little protection from drifting sands for 
the farmland along their banks. In the northern part of 
the Basin, on the other hand, the Tarim river, flowing 
west to east, allowed vegetation to create a barrier that 
protected the fields and limited the advance of the 
desert. While the ancient oases to the south of the
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Fig. 1. Map of the Tarim Basin. Modern names in ordinary type, names of ancient states in italics.

Basin were generally located about 100 km to the 
north of their present sites (and some, naturally, no 
longer exist), no similar shifts can be documented on 
the northern fringe. Sudden disruptions of the fragile 
irrigation system caused by historical factors, such as 
invasions, or by natural ones, such as sharp fluctu
ations of snowfall that created a surplus of water 
beyond the carrying capacity of the canals (Zhang 
[1996] 282), contributed to the instability of the oases.

The societies of Eastern Central Asia and the polit
ical roles they played have also changed through his
tory. The Chinese conquest of the region by the Han 
dynasty during the first century B.C. led to the ascen
dancy of the Tarim Basin as a crucial “funnel” in the 
development of commercial and political relations 
between China, Central Asia, and Europe. They be
came important centres for the study and diffusion of 
Buddhism, Christianity, and Manichaeism, and also 
grew in importance as trading entrepots together with 
the rise of the Sogdian merchant houses of the early 
Middle Ages in Inner Asia.3 During the Tang dynasty 
(618-907) they were first under Chinese suzerainty, 
then under the control of Tibetans and other peoples. 

The end of the Uighur empire in Mongolia in 840 led 
to the migration of the Uighur elite to Central Asia, 
which further transformed its society, ethnic balance, 
and political system. The role of the Tarim Basin in 
the introduction into China of Western products, 
music, and peoples during the Tang dynasty cannot be 
overestimated, and its position in the development of 
relations between East Asia and the Mediterranean 
world is crucial in order to understand historical pat
terns of cultural transmission (?.g. Schafer [1963] 64- 
71 passim). The period from the 9th to the 12th cen
tury, when the Uighur elite became the local ruling 
class after fleeing China and Mongolia, did not 
disrupt the fundamental structure of the oasis-states, 
which enjoyed a period of political independence 
from China and other larger powers. During this time 
the region was formally united under a single Uighur 
ruler, but the urban centers retained political and 
economic autonomy. Around 1130, however, the 
Uighur principalities accepted the overlordship of a 
new regional power, the Karakhitay dynasty founded 
by Khitan fugitives from north China (Allsen [1983] 
246).
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In the early 1210s the rising Mongol empire re
duced the oases of Eastern Central Asia to a state of 
political dependency. Subsequently, sovereignty over 
the cities of the Tarim Basin was disputed between the 
Mongols ruling China (Yuan dynasty, 1272-1368) and 
the Mongols ruling Central Asia (Chagaday khanate). 
The Islamization of the region, which took place gradu
ally from the 10th century onwards (Foltz [1999] 
97), constitutes an additional phase that transformed 
the nature of the Tarim Basin. During the Ming 
dynasty (1368-1644), oases such as Kashgar, Yark
and, Hami, and Turfan created independent polities 
that entertained tributary relations with China. The 
Qing dynasty’s definitive conquest of the region, at 
the end of the 18th century, has not led to the “sinic- 
ization” of the region. After more than two centuries 
of Peking rule, the majority of the inhabitants of the 
Tarim Basin oases remain of Central Asian stock, 
speak a Turkic language, and follow the Islamic faith. 
The history of the region can be characterized, then, 
as an alternation of periods of full independence, 
when polities were able to rule themselves, conduct 
diplomatic relations, and trade with the outside world 
without foreign intervention, to periods in which they 
were still self-governing, but politically subject to a 
higher authority; during the latter periods they can be 
defined as dependent “city-states”.

The changing history of these societies, so often 
overrun, traversed, and inevitably transformed by for
eign cultures, peoples, and religions, cannot be dealt 
with in a single essay. We shall therefore not attempt 
to deal with all the different phases of their history, 
but will focus on their earliest documented existence, 
which precedes the spread of Buddhism, the creation 
of a “Silk Road” merchant network, and the rise of the 
great Inner Asian empires. At the time of the earliest 
contact between China and Central Asia, in the second 
century B.C., these societies appear in an almost pris
tine state, still relatively free from the thick layers of 
sedimentation left by foreign cultural influences, 
while their basic characteristics as “oasis-states” had 
already fully bloomed.

There are two sources of knowledge about the 
region: literary texts and archeological findings. 
While the texts have been studied thoroughly over the 
past century, archaeological excavations have focus
sed mostly on a later period (post-Han) and on a 
few sites that can be related with a certain degree of 
confidence to the situation found in the region by the 
early Chinese explorers. More significantly, the work 
of archaeologists in the region has been often guided 
by the necessity to establish chronologies and map the 

distribution of archaeological cultures. Therefore, 
archaeologists have given priority to the recovery of 
material objects and human remains from graves, 
while the study of settlements is quite underdevel
oped. Before we address the specific evidence pro
vided in the textual and archaeological records, it is 
necessary to explain the definition of city-state in the 
context of ancient Eastern Central Asia.

The Chinese sources identify the political entities 
of the Western regions as “gwo”, a term traditionally 
rendered in English as “state”. But how should we 
understand a “state” in second century B.C. Central 
Asia? From the context it is clear that the Chinese 
applied the term guo to independent political forma
tions with a recognizable chief and government hier
archy. In that respect, the definition is exclusively ter
ritorial and political. Therefore, “state” could also be 
rendered with other words such as “chiefdom”, 
“realm”, “kingdom” and even “khanate.” A “state” 
can be so, regardless of the size of its population, of 
the type of its economy, or of its social composition, 
provided that there is a recognized political and mili
tary leadership. Therefore, nomadic as well as 
agrarian formations are equally encompassed by the 
term. The characteristics of “statehood” are deter
mined by the specific functions of the government: a 
state should also have an army and should be able to 
mobilize people for the common good, such as 
defence, production, and the establishment of diplo
matic relations and trade.

Tarim Basin societies were clearly aristocratic in 
nature, and the right to rule seems to have been inher
ited by linear descent, although not much is known 
about the ways in which other members of the govern
ment were appointed. Among them, civil administra
tors, military leaders and “interpreters” were espe
cially important. Then as today, multilingualism was 
an important feature of this region, whose complex 
linguistic picture is far from having been clarified, but 
it is certain that Indo-European languages were 
spoken, such as Tocharian and ancient Iranian.4 Given 
the presence of nomadic groups coming from the 
East, who might have been Altaic speakers, and of the 
relations with Sinitic speakers in the East and Greek
speaking communities in Central Asia, the inter
preters occupied a prominent position in the govern
ment, possibly akin to that of a foreign ministry and 
diplomatic corps.

From a territorial viewpoint it is quite difficult to 
estimate the size of these states, and therefore their 
economic range. It would seem logical that nomadic 
groups who moved around “in search of water and 
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pasture” would have a lower density than the settled 
population living in the oases. The population be
longing to the Wusun nomadic “state”, according to 
the sources, numbered hundreds of thousands, but 
these occupied a vast territory in the western part of 
the Tianshan mountains and in the region of the Ili 
river in the northwestern corner of Xinjiang. The agri
cultural settlements, on the other hand, were concen
trated along the banks of rivers and lakes, and it is safe 
to assume that agrarian “city-states” had a higher den
sity than the nomadic areas, even when part of their 
production was based on pastoral activities. Given the 
constant care required by the fragile irrigation system 
necessary to control and distribute rationally the water 
flowing down from the mountains and randomly fan
ning out in the foothills, the oasis economy was labour- 
intensive, and based on a delicate equilibrium be
tween population and environment. The many aban
doned sites explored by archaeologists testify to 
the difficulties encountered by the local people over 
time to protect their settlements from occasional alter
ations of the natural environment. The construction 
and maintenance of walled cities also required the 
presence of a concentrated number of labourers. On 
the other hand, some of these agricultural states 
appear to be tiny from the size of their population, in 
which case they possibly occupied a small natural 
niche. In general, since these states had a political 
structure, conducted trade with their neighbours, and 
often had to defend themselves against enemies, we 
can also assume that the political reach of the agricul
tural city-states went beyond the natural boundaries of 
the oases, and that the territory actually controlled by 
these states included routes, strategic points, and 
stretches of desert where no people lived.

Very few nomadic states (e.g., the Wusun and 
Wulei) are said to have “walled cities” that functioned 
as seats of government. All other nomadic formations 
have their seat of government in “valleys” (gw) which 
clearly indicate the pasture grounds of the ruling clan. 
At the time of Chinese penetration in the region the 
dominant political power in the Western Regions (as 
the area was known to the ancient Chinese) were the 
Xiongnu nomads, who had created a huge empire cen
tred in Mongolia and had later expanded to the West. 
Both Xiongnu and Chinese represented external con
quering forces that reduced the oasis-states to a condi
tion of political dependency. The Qiang, the Wusun, 
the Yuezhi, and the Sai (i.e., Saka) were the largest 
nomadic ethnic groups living in Xinjiang and sur
rounding regions. Some of them, like the Wusun and 
the Yuezhi, had been pushed west by the advancing 

Xiongnu onslaught. The Wusun in particular had 
retained unity as a single political formation, and had 
established themselves in the northwestern region of 
present-day Xinjiang and in the Tianshan mountains, 
in close proximity to various oases. Generally 
speaking, the nomads occupied alpine pastures in the 
Tianshan and Pamir mountainous regions and the 
grassy valleys north of the Tianshan. Oasis dwellers, 
on the other hand, occupied the lower ground at the 
foot of the mountains where the rivers coming down 
the glaciers fanned out forming a fertile belt before 
disappearing into the desert. Nomadic and settled 
people, therefore, lived near each other on the 
opposite sides of the ecological line between 
mountain pastures and desert-rim oases.5

Textual Sources
The discovery of the ancient societies of Central Asia 
(the “Western Regions” of the Chinese historical 
texts) is associated with the expedition of Zhang Qian, 
the envoy sent by the Han emperor Wudi (140-87 
B.C.) to explore the west in an attempt to find allies 
against the nomadic empire of the Xiongnu (Gardiner- 
Gardner [1986]). Zhang Qian spent years in Central 
Asia, partly travelling, partly held in captivity by the 
Xiongnu. Upon his return he submitted to the court a 
report of his mission which constituted the evidential 
basis for the compilation of subsequent descriptions 
of Central Asia in the Shiji and in the Han shu.6

The knowledge gathered by Zhang Qian, naturally 
coloured by the circumstances of the mission, still 
constitutes the basis of our understanding of the 
ancient societies around the Tarim Basin. Zhang Qian 
described fifty-three states. Of these, six are located in 
Central Asia, and remain outside the scope of this 
paper, while the other forty-seven are located in the 
Tarim Basin and adjacent regions, including the 
Pamirs, the Tianshan mountains, the Ili region, and 
today’s eastern Xinjiang. They include both agrarian 
and nomadic polities, of which twenty-four and pos
sibly twenty-six surely had “walled towns” that 
served as capitals. The states which had “walled 
cities” do not seem to have had more than one city 
each, which served as capital. In the vast majority of 
cases the name of the state coincides with the name of 
the city, but there are exceptions, such as in the case of 
Qiuzi, whose capital is named Yan (see below), Jushi 
(modern Turfan), whose capital is called Jiaohe, and 
Yanqi (modern Karashar), whose capital is Yuanchu 
(not the same name). In some cases the name of the 
city is descriptive, such as the Southern (nan) city that 
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was the capital of the state of Gumo or the western 
fortress (xicheng) of the state of Yutian (Khotan). In 
those cases in which the name of the “city” differs 
from the name of the state, we may assume that per
haps the name of the state carries an ethnic connota
tion. This seems to be the case for the nomadic 
Wusun, whose seat of government was located in a 
“walled city” called Chigu (Red Valley).

The textual information available for each of these 
states is fairly consistent. Every entry includes the 
name of the state, the seat of the king’s government, 
the titles of the most important officials, the number 
of households, individuals, and people who could bear 
arms. It also gives the geographical location of the 
place by mentioning the countries it borders on. The 
most important states have longer entries which 
include also notes on their local economy and political 
situation. Some of them have been identified geo
graphically, a few still await proper verification, while 
most of them have been the objects of multiple con
jectures and considerable controversy. Therefore, 
there is no unified opinion as to the actual location of 
a number of the sites mentioned by Zhang Qian.

Population
The size of these “states” varied greatly. The state of 
Wutanzili, located possibly between Manass and Ebi 
Nor, only had forty-one households, 231 individuals 
and 57 people able to bear arms. This was certainly an 
extreme case of a very small number of people able to 
occupy a particularly narrow niche that could not have 
possibly been highly developed either socially or eco
nomically. This is not an isolated case. There are sev
eral “states” that count less than one hundred families, 
such as Tanhuan, Jie, and Guhu. Most states, however, 
counted several hundreds and even thousands of 
households. Among the most populous the state of 
Yanqi, near modern Karashar, had the seat of govern
ment in the city called Yuanchu. Its population was 
4000 households, 32,100 individuals, and a potential 
army of 6000. This state bordered, in the north, the 
Wusun nomads, with whom, judging from the titles of 
some of its officials, it had troubled relations (see 
below: Government) (HS 3917-18; Hulsewé & Loewe 
[1979] 178). Present-day Kashgar, one of the 
largest oases on the western end of the Tarim Basin, is 
identified with the state of Shule. This was also a 
populous region, with 1510 households, 18,647 
individuals, of whom 2000 were fit to bear arms (HS 
3898; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 141-2).

A cursory look at the ratio between general popula

tion and the army allows us to suggest that pastoral 
people were in general more highly militarized than 
agrarian polities. The state of Xiuxun, which is said to 
have customs similar to those of the Wusun (that is, 
nomadic), and to belong to the Saka race, had 480 per
sons able to bear arms out of 1030 individuals (HS 
3898; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 138-9). Likewise, 
the state of Juandu (also Saka) had a similar ratio, 
with 500 soldiers out of 1100 people (HS 3898; Hul
sewé & Loewe [1979] 139). Both these figures seem 
impossibly high, as one must assume that basically all 
males, children included, were regarded as fit for mil
itary service, or that a portion of women were in
cluded in the calculation of people serving in the 
army, or that some category of people, such as slaves, 
had been excluded from the population count but in
cluded in the number of soldiers. Since none of these 
possibilities can be supported independently, these 
figures must be regarded as less than reliable, but they 
are nonetheless revealing about the Chinese percep
tion about the very high percentage of soldiers in 
nomadic societies. Another pastoral people, the 
Qiang, had a more realistic ratio, with 500 soldiers out 
of 1750 individuals, which may correspond more 
closely to the number of adult males (HS 3875; 
Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 81).

Looking at most agrarian communities, the ratio 
between the military and the total population changes 
dramatically. In the state of Suoju (Yarkand) the army 
could count on 3049 soldiers out of 16,373 people, the 
state of Shule (Kashgar) had only 2000 soldiers out of 
a population of 18,647, and the state of Yutian (Kho
tan) 2400 soldiers out of 19,300 individuals (HS 3897, 
3898, 3881; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 139, 141, 96). 
A rather large and powerful state such as Loulan, with 
a strong pastoral component, could field 2912 soldiers 
out of 14,100 people - again, about one out of five 
(HS 3875; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 83). Even lower 
ratios can be seen in the states of Qiemo, Xiaoyuan, 
Jingjue, Ronglu, Wumi and Quluo. Even making 
allowance for the unreliability of these figures, the 
emerging pattern is nevertheless quite impressive, and 
reflects on the different social texture of the two types 
of society. Nomads who had partly become seden- 
tarized, like the Yuezhi, had a ratio of one to four.

Political Structure
Only about half of the states mentioned in the histor
ical records can be properly defined as “city-states,” 
since they feature a “walled city” (or more likely a 
large fortress) as their capital and central seat of gov
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ernment. For a few states it is unclear whether they 
had such a fortress, and for others, whether nomadic 
or settled, it is said that their central government was 
located in some “valley”, from which we assume that 
these people did not have urbanized settlements. At 
the same time, it would be important to expand our 
analysis slightly also to a few states without a “walled 
city” for comparative analysis in terms of population, 
economy, and military matters.

Below the ruler, the government was often divided 
into two “wings”, the left and the right one, encom
passing both civil administrators and military com
manders. Some of the highest titles, however, are not 
doubled. The most common of these higher titles is 
the fu guo (“support of the state”) noble, correspon
ding possibly to a “chancellor” or “prime minister”. A 
number of other appellations reflect troubled relations 
with the nomads, as in the case of states whose offi
cials and military leaders were preceded by terms 
such as “ji hu”, meaning “assault on the nomads”. The 
states of Weili, Weixu, Yanqi and others had officials’ 
titles bearing that designation.

The government of the state of Qiuzi (near modem 
Kucha, see Hou [1996] 65) is especially interesting 
because of the descriptive nature of its titles. This was 
probably the largest oasis-state of the Tarim Basin, as 
it comprised 6970 households, 81,317 individuals, 
and 21,076 people able to bear arms (HS 3911; 
Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 163-4). Its government was 
proportionally large. Under the king we find the 
supreme commandant, the assistant, the noble of fu 
guo (support of the state), the noble of an guo (peace 
of the state), the noble of ji hu (assault on the nomads), 
the commandant of que hu (resistance to the nomads), 
the commandant of ji Jushi (assault on Jushi) the 
leaders of the left and right, the commandants of the 
left and right, the masters of cavalry of the left and 
right, the masters of li fu (strong support) of the left 
and right, two chiefs of a thousand troops respectively 
for divisions of the east, west, north and south, three 
masters of que hu (resistance to the nomads) and four 
interpreters-in-chief. The political and military estab
lishment of Qiuzi, therefore, totalled thirty members 
below the king. Although there are exceptions, 
agrarian states seem to have had larger and more 
stable government structures than nomadic states. 
Even very small states as in the case of Guhu, located 
in the Turfan area, and counting only 264 individuals, 
and an “army” of forty-five, had a noble of fu guo and 
the commandants of the left and the right (HS 3920; 
Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 182).

On the other hand, nomadic states appear to have a 

far less elaborate political structure, even when their 
population was very large. One of the biggest regional 
nomadic powers, the Wusun are said to have had total 
population of 630,000 people and an army of 188,800 
soldiers (HS 3901; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 143- 
4).7 Here too, we find a high ratio between population 
and military - a little less than one third. On the other 
hand, the government was much smaller than that of 
Qiuzi, as it comprised the chancellor, the talu (a native 
title), two supreme generals of the left and right, three 
nobles fyabghuf a commandant for each of the 
supreme generals, two supreme inspectors, the 
supreme official, two supreme officials of the house
hold and the master of cavalry. These officials amount 
to only fifteen, a number comparable to the govern
ment of an agrarian state of about 30,000 people, such 
as Yanqi (HS 3917-18; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 
178). Smaller nomadic states, however, had barely 
any officials at all. Out of the four small pastoral 
“states” of Xiye, Puli, Yinai, and Wulei, the only offi
cials mentioned are a “noble” and a commandant for 
the state of Puli. Since information about officials is 
generally included, it is likely that in the case of small 
pastoral communities a proper government hierarchy 
was either unclear or even non-existent, even though 
they are defined as “states”.

In terms of inter-state relations within Eastern Cen
tral Asia, we should note that, although some states 
have cities and others do not, and although the states 
with cities appear to be bigger and more powerful 
than those without, it is by no means true that “city- 
states” dominated formally or informally the cityless 
states. Not only could some of the city-states be very 
small, as Danhuan, which had a total population of 
194 individuals, but there is no mention of cases in 
which city-states expanded at the expense specifically 
of cityless states (HS 3919; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 
180). Yet a rough correlation between size and the 
presence of a fortress does exist, in the same way that, 
with exceptions, nomads did not have cities.

Economy
States had different economic bases and could draw 
on a number of resources, which included pastoral 
and agricultural production, trade, handicraft, metal
lurgy, and even theft and robbery. An economic 
boundary was constituted by the city of Qiemo, in the 
area of today’s Cherchen. Starting from there, the land 
became more suitable for agriculture: as the records 
state, all crops known in China were cultivated there 
and “the land, vegetation, stock-animals, and manu
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facture of weapons are in general similar to those of 
the Han” (HS, 3879; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 92).

States to the east of Qiemo were not as well 
endowed. The economic basis of the state of Kroraina 
(Loulan in the Chinese records, later named Shan- 
shan) was agriculture but this was clearly insufficient 
to feed the needs of the people, because its land is said 
to have been a kind of sandy and salty soil, ill-suited 
for growing crops, which therefore were in part 
imported from neighbouring states (HS 3876; Hul
sewé & Loewe [1979] 85). As a consequence, pas- 
toralism was resorted to as an additional form of pro
duction. This gave rise to a hybrid culture, since the 
people’s lifestyle is said to have been more similar to 
that of their nomadic neighbours than to the sedentary 
city-dwellers of the west. Probably this very quality of 
mixed economy and population, together with its 
strategic position on the communication routes, made 
Kroraina people natural intermediaries between 
nomadic and settled communities. The sources say, in 
fact, that the Qiang hoped to import grain from Kro
raina (HS 3875). This statement would seem to con
tradict the previous assertion that Kroraina itself was 
an importer of field-crops. If we assume that the grain 
and other crops imported by the Qiang originated in 
Qiemo, we can possibly see here an example of the 
trade mechanisms that linked the various economic 
niches of the Tarim Basin, with Shanshan serving as 
an intermediary to supply the nomads with agricul
tural produce originating elsewhere. Finally, the 
record states that Loulan, together with the state of 
Gushi, was located on the route to the various 
states to the west, and that these states often harassed 
Chinese missions by attacking and robbing them (HS 
3876; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 85). That certain 
areas may not have been completely safe for travellers 
can also be deduced from the character used for the 
state of Jie, meaning “robbery”, possibly bearing a 
relationship to at least one source of income on which 
the local people relied. However, besides the obvious 
predatory objective of these attacks, one might rea
sonably surmise that these states were trying to pro
tect a commercial monopoly threatened by the appear
ance of Chinese merchants. The commercial and 
strategic importance of Loulan explains why an arid 
and relatively poor place achieved such a prominent 
place in the history of the Chinese conquest of the 
Western regions, as it became a key centre for Chinese 
political and military operations.

In some areas the texts attest the existence of a 
flourishing metallurgical industry. The 5000 people of 
the state called Moshan (“Black Mountain”, HS 3921; 

Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 182-3), possibly located 
south of Korla, were said to live on the hills near a 
mountain that produced iron, and to import agricul
tural produce from Yanqi and Weixu. This may have 
been a case of a community whose main economic 
activity might have been mining and metallurgy. 
Another state whose economy seems to have been 
closely linked to metallurgy is Gumo, in the region 
near Aksu, whose land was said to produce copper, 
iron, and orpiment (HS 3910; Hulsewé & Loewe 
[1979] 162). The archaeological mining site of 
Nulasai, in the same area, confirms the existence of 
highly developed metallurgy in this mostly nomadic 
region (Wang [1996] 79; Mei & Shell [1998]). The 
economic basis of the Gumo people is not stated 
except for metallurgy, but the composition of govern
ment and the low ratio between soldiers (4500) and 
population (24,500) does not seem to point to a 
nomadic population. It is possible that these people 
were mostly settled (even though their army had 
cavalry) and that metallurgy and trade played the most 
important role in their economy.

The economy of a number of states could not 
always be identified as decidedly agricultural or pas
toral. Especially in the case of small “states”, such as 
Weitou, which is said of have counted only 300 
households, the people worked on the fields while 
also tending animals (HS 3898; Hulsewé & Loewe 
[1979] 142).8 That their clothing was similar to that of 
the nomads may point to an instance of partly sedenta- 
rized nomads. This is a known ethnographic phenom
enon that belies the often too sharp demarcation 
assumed to exist between nomads and settlers. The 
possible existence of sedentarized nomads makes it 
clear that only archaeological work will be able to 
prove, in the last instance, the true nature of the 
economy of each given community.

Among the other resources, some states relied on 
jade stone as an important economic asset, as in the 
case of Yutian (Khotan) and Xiye. Fishing provided a 
source of livelihood that must have been substantial, 
as in the case of the aforementioned Yanqi. A form of 
specialized pastoralism may be detected in some 
areas, such as the intriguing case of Wucha, a state 
that produced “short-pacing” horses (HS 3882; Hul
sewé & Loewe [1979] 99) and donkeys, but no cattle.

Coins became more common in the Tarim Basin 
after the Chinese colonization. Before then, the use of 
coinage was far more common in Western than in 
Eastern Central Asia. Rather than coins, local people 
appreciated different means of exchange, in particular 
gold and silk, which were used as virtual currency, 
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while the bulk of trade must have been based on 
barter. The Chinese statesman Sang Hongyang recom
mended that the food required by the Chinese military 
colonists and convicts sent to settle the region be 
bought with gold and silk, which obviously held 
greater value than Han coinage (HS 3912; Hulsewé & 
Loewe [1979] 166). This is an extremely important 
statement, as it clearly explains the reason why 
Chinese silk was so common in Xinjiang through the 
ages. The value of silk (which the Chinese could 
provide more readily than gold) as local currency led 
to its popularity and diffusion in the region, rather 
than the Chinese interest in long-distance trade with 
the Mediterranean.

Finally, trade was well established, especially 
between pastoral and farming communities. Several 
pastoral “states” are said to “hope to obtain [the pro
duce of] cultivated fields” (HS 3883; Hulsewé & 
Loewe [1979] 102). This I take to mean that barter 
trade existed between specialized communities, and 
that pastoral peoples were eager to obtain field crops 
through trade. Whether other means were used to get 
agricultural products, such as military force, it is not 
said. The nomads often attacked a given state in order 
to force its leadership into a tributary relationship 
advantageous to them, but the occasional border raid 
does not seem to have been a characteristic of their 
mutual relations, or at least not noticeable enough to 
be reported in the Chinese records.

Military Matters
Since Zhang Qian was mostly interested in gathering 
intelligence useful for military purposes, it is not sur
prising that much of the historical records also contain 
military information. This can be divided into two 
categories: military resources and military events. The 
first provide us with a broad view of the relative 
strength of each political formation, while the second 
illustrates the reasons why states resorted to the use of 
force in their mutual relations.

As we have already mentioned, the Han shu reports 
each state’s armed force potential. Moreover, nomadic 
polities were more militarized than settled ones. This 
was not just a matter of lifestyle, but directly related to 
the nomads’ ready access to military resources such as 
metal and horses. This is explicitly said of the Qiang 
nomads who lived in the easternmost part of Xinjiang, 
Gansu and Qinghai, who are said to have access to 
iron from the mountains and to be able to make mili
tary weapons such as bows, lances, knives, swords 
and armour (HS 3875; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 81). 

Settled people were also able to make weapons, as in 
the cases of Qiuzi and Loulan.

As mentioned above, the titles of some of the chief 
administrators of settled states show evidence of the 
barbed relations between settled and nomads. Settled 
states often relied on their fortresses to defend them
selves, as in the case of the king of Jushi, who being 
“still in the stone fortress to the north, was not taken” 
(HS 3922; Hulsewé & Loewe [1979] 186), when he 
was attacked by a Han force. Some of them seem to 
have had mounted troops as well as infantry, given 
that the titles of their officials include “masters of the 
cavalry”, as in the case of Jumi (HS 3920; Hulsewé & 
Loewe [1979] 181). On the other hand, nomads also 
had their fortresses, and we cannot assume that the 
way of fighting of nomads and settled people was 
very different, while the nomads certainly had access 
to superior military resources in terms of the number 
of people, horses, and advanced weaponry.

Why were nomads and farmers at odds with each 
other? It is a common assumption that the nomads 
raided the agricultural states to acquire produce they 
lacked. The textual sources bear evidence of the 
nomads’ needs by mentioning several cases of pas
toral states whose agricultural output was insufficient, 
and therefore were dependent upon other states’ pro
duction. It is very likely that competition over agricul
tural resources was at the source of conflicts among 
these states. However, the typology of war did not 
involve nomadic raids against the lands of the far
mers, but rather the military subjugation and exploita
tion of the resources of the farmers by the nomads. 
When nomadic polities were sufficiently strong, how
ever, they could impose a tribute on the city-states and 
subject them to their political overlordship. In this 
way the nomads could guarantee a sufficient and reg
ular supply of food to what must have been an exten
sive military machine. Lacking that extensive military 
machine the nomads’ relationship with farmers was 
generally based on barter trade.

The relationship of subordination imposed by a 
strong nomadic state on an “oasis-state” can be exem
plified by the Han-Xiongnu competition over the ter
ritory of Jushi, which had become a strategic location 
whose possession was needed to ensure the forces of 
either army might have access to sufficient supplies. 
These lands were bitterly contested for a long time, 
and both Han and Xiongnu sent their own people to 
farm the region, protected (not always successfully) 
by a massive number of troops. The fertility of the 
land of Jushi, and its proximity to the nomadic territo
ries made them perfect bases to supply the nomads 
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with crops and other forms of tribute. Other city-states 
paid tribute to the nomads, too, and surely this type of 
economic-military relationship had a bearing on the 
general development of inter-state relations, since the 
military and political subordination of the settled 
people to the nomads was a necessary condition for 
the growth of nomadic polities. When the Chinese 
arrived in the region determined to extirpate Xiongnu 
political and military power, they fought primarily to 
“free” those states that had a subordinate and tribute
paying relationship with the Xiongnu. Much of the 
military history of the region is one in which Chinese 
armies and Xiongnu, that is, the superpowers of the 
time, fought over access to the agrarian resources of 
the region, both to prevent the enemy from using them 
and to support their own army. The territory of Hami, 
particularly exposed to nomadic incursions, was the 
object of attacks as soon as the Chinese dismantled 
their military colonies. From the account it seems that 
the nomads did not limit themselves to raiding the set
tlers, but moved into their territory and took posses
sion of the farmland (Chavannes [1907] 158, 167).

After the weakening of the Later Han Dynasty (23- 
220 A.D.), the general tendency in the region was for 
the larger states to conquer the smaller ones, thus 
forming a political entity larger than a single “city- 
state.” The states of Suoju (Yarkand), Shanshan 
(former Kroraina), Yutian (Khotan) and Jushi (Turfan) 
were to emerge temporarily as minor regional powers, 
but their limited expansion would not be of long 
duration as the conquered oases regained their inde
pendence (Chavannes [1907] 156-7).

Archaeological Evidence 
Architecture
Lamberg-Karlovsky (1994) hypothesized that the 
large fortified complexes of the Oxus civilization in 
Bronze Age Central Asia were “khanates”, a word 
that in this context describes an “achievement-ori
ented big-man society, not an ascriptively-deter- 
mined chiefdom, and most certainly not a state.” 
These societies were bellicose, expansionistic, and, 
most important, were based on the large fortified set
tlement known as qala. The qala excavated in Bronze 
Age and Iron Age Central Asia may offer a model for 
understanding the city-state culture of Xinjiang. 
These are large building complexes that served as 
residence for the king and incorporated several 
houses, temples, courtyards, and other architectural 
and urban features. Their main characteristic, how
ever, are the thick, heavily fortified walls erected on a 

rectangular and sometimes circular plan, and outfitted 
with comer towers and ramparts. Similar Iron Age 
complexes have been excavated in Margiana, Bactria, 
and Khoresmia. The likelihood is that these large 
defensive complexes emerged as a response to fierce 
competition for water and land resources in the oases, 
once these areas were colonized, after the third 
millennium B.C.9

Unfortunately excavations in Xinjiang have not 
concentrated on settlements (Chen & Hiebert [1995] 
289) and most of our knowledge and classification of 
prehistoric Xinjiang cultures is based on the excava
tion of grave sites and on surface finds. The presence 
of a fortress site near Kucha identified as the fortified 
“city” of Yen, the presumed capital of Qiuzi, presents 
so many elements of similarity with the Central Asian 
qala that it is impossible to ignore them. As a point of 
comparison, let us examine some of the features of the 
fortified sites of Bronze Age Margiana excavated by 
Sarianidi (1994). The fortress site of Gonor Depe, 
divided into a south and a north mound, extends over 
20 hectares. The northern part is a large fortified 
building complex and the south is a large fortress. 
Without repeating the whole description of the archae
ological sites, we shall simply note that Gonor south 
presents the following elements of interest: (1) a 
shrine formed by three rooms whose walls and floor 
are covered with white gypsum plaster; (2) a sacred 
ash depository; (3) large amounts of ephedra and 
hemp; (4) ten ceramic pot-stands. The shrines, 
probably devoted to ceremonies involving the use of 
hallucinogenic substances, have also been found in 
settlements. At the site of Togolok 1, dated to the mid
second millennium B.C., a shrine has been unearthed, 
which contains troughs also coated with gypsum 
plaster. At Togolok 21, dating to the late second 
millennium, there is a shrine, larger than the settle
ment itself, with pylons on the sides of the entrance. 
Again, floor and walls are coated with gypsum plaster, 
and traces of ephedra have been found in ceramic ves
sels.

Let us now look at the fortified settlement that is 
supposed to have been the “walled city” of Yan, cap
ital of the state of Qiuzi (Xinjiang sanshinian [1993] 
68). The city was walled, and although some of the 
walls have not survived, the perimeter of the city is 
reckoned to be around 7 km. Two rivers, one flowing 
from the east and the other from the west, bounded 
the city. This site is said to have flourished during 
the Han, then to have been destroyed during the 
Wei dynasty (220-65), and to have been later 
become prosperous again during the Tang dynasty. 
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Unfortunately, the remains datable to the Han and pre
Han period are few. The presence of elevated plat
forms of pounded earth within the walls’ perimeter 
has been taken as evidence of the presence of large 
buildings. One of the platforms, for instance, has a cir
cumference of 150 metres and is 9.4 metres high. 
Another platform, located at the meeting point of the 
southern and eastern walls, has an elevation of 1.5 
metres and a circumference of 120 metres, and is 
thought to be the remains of an ancient tower. On the 
top of one of these platforms archaeologists have also 
found three plinths, and the remains of the founda
tions of three rooms and of fragments of what once 
was a floor with a white-plastered surface; this has led 
to the hypothesis that this site might have hosted a 
temple.

If we attempt a cursory comparison between this 
site and the Oxus fortresses, we may notice the fol
lowing. The size of Qiuzi’s capital is fully compatible 
with that of the Central Asian qalas. Its monumental 
defensive structures and the presence of a possible 
shrine show characteristics similar to those observed 
in Central Asia. Moreover, the ash pits excavated 
within the settlement, the large number of pots, and 
the widespread presence of ephedra in Xinjiang at this 
time seem to initiate not only architectural similari
ties, but also cultural affinities. While more research 
is needed to confirm this very preliminary compar
ison, it may be the case that the Tarim Basin fortified 
settlements emerged under conditions closely related 
to those of the oases of Central Asia. The “walled 
cities” that the texts repeatedly refer to (and distin
guish from the non-fortified settlements) would be far 
easier to comprehend in the context of the qala com
plexes than in that of the better documented sparse 
farming settlements and ancient graveyards. At 
present we cannot quite yet see clearly the connec
tions that linked Eastern Central Asia with the rest of 
Central Asia, but the presence of strong nomadic 
groups and the competition for natural resources that 
is typical of the Oxus oasis civilization would have 
made the fortified complexes of Central Asia architec
tural models for the Tarim Basin communities as they 
evolved into more highly organized polities.

The excavation of this ancient fortress is not an iso
lated case. The ancient city of Loulan, located on the 
western bank of the Lop Nor lake occupied an esti
mated area of 108,240 m2 (Mu Shunying [1989] 54). 
At the centre of the city they found the remains of 
houses built with sun-dried mud bricks, and evidence 
of several large buildings, some of which were lined 
with lacquered pillars, as can be seen from the 

remains of the pillars’ bases. In another part of the 
compound (or “city”) the buildings appear to have 
been smaller and crowded together. The walls of these 
houses were made by weaving together the branches 
of red willows and then plastering them with straw 
and mud. The site, especially the buildings with pil
lars, shows Buddhist influence and is likely to be 
dated to the first half of the first millennium A.D., 
thus later than the period under consideration, but we 
cannot know for sure when the fortress was built. In 
reality, there is no reason to exclude the possibility 
that the fortified settlement existed already before the 
Han dynasty. It is important to note that on the south 
and north of the “city”, outside the walls, the re
searchers have found remains of irrigation works 
(canals), and on the eastern part ancient cultivated 
fields have also been found. This shows that there was 
an organic connection between the “city” and the sur
rounding territory.

More fortresses have been documented in Xinjiang 
although they have not been extensively reported on. 
One of them has identified as the centre of Weili exca
vated north of Korla (Xinjiang sanshinian, 68). A 
walled site, identified with the “city” of Shule, has 
been found in Kashgar; another has been found north 
of modern Pishan, which has been identified as the 
ancient city of Pishan; other walled sites have been 
found to the southwest of Korla (Hou [1996] 61-6). 
Some researchers tend to attribute these fortified sites 
to the Chinese penetration, but in fact the historical 
documents make it clear that the first Chinese to see 
the region already encountered fortified cities. Dating 
these sites causes a number of difficulties as they were 
inhabited for long periods of time (continuously or 
intermittently), and by different peoples, but their 
structures are definitely ancient, and their number 
conveys the image of a region dotted with agricultural 
colonies that developed in the oases around large 
fortified settlements.

Non-fortified settlements have also been excavated, 
such as the one at the oasis of Niya, located in the 
southern part of the Tarim Basin. This site includes 
several dwellings, distributed along the bank of the 
Niya river, which formed a local farming community. 
The construction of the houses is very simple, as the 
walls were made of wattle woven with tamarisk twigs 
covered with mud, while the floors were made of 
straw, cow-dung and mud mixed together (Ma & Sun 
[1994] 230). Around these houses there were irrigated 
orchards which doubtless required intensive labour to 
maintain the tight network of canals on which irriga
tion was based. Stein in the course of his investigation 
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attributed to the site a size of 22.5 km from north to 
south and 6.43 km from east to west. Recent studies 
have shown that the site was probably larger, but not 
exceedingly so. The environment imposed strict 
limitations upon the area that could be brought under 
cultivation, and Niya could not have become a very 
large centre (Sheng [1989]).

Mountain settlements have also been found in the 
Tianshan mountain range. These settlements, located 
near lake Barkol, vary in size, sometimes being just 
1,000 m2 and sometimes as large as 7,000 m2 and 
include houses with thick walls made of mud bricks. 
These sites are supposed to be the remains of the state 
of Pulei (Ma & Wang [1994] 221). If we look at the 
history of Pulei, the textual sources are somewhat 
contradictory, as the Han shu reports that Pulei’s 
economy was not based on agriculture but rather on 
stock breeding, and that it imported crops from 
neighbouring states, while the Hou Han shu says that 
these people engaged in agriculture (Chavannes 
[1907] 209). Given that this land is located near excel
lent pastures, it is possible that an originally pastoral 
population eventually developed forms of agriculture, 
or that previously independent farming communities 
were later incorporated within a nomadic state. One 
aspect in which the archaeological record is definitely 
superior to the texts is that it shows that it is not advis
able to draw a sharp line of separation between 
nomads and settled people. While the texts are 
important in documenting the existence of self-ruling 
communities, the nature of their internal social and 
economic organization remains hazy at best. The 
discovery of settlements on or next to land fit for 
grazing shows that farming could exist within areas 
politically dominated by nomads, although more 
archaeological research is needed to explore this point 
further.10

Material Culture
In looking at the material culture of the Tarim Basin 
“city-state culture” we face several problems. In the 
first place the culture of this region is known, as men
tioned before, through the excavation of burial sites 
rather than through the study of settlements. More 
importantly, much of the archaeological work on sites 
that go back to the Han period, that is, approximately 
to the last two centuries of the first millennium B.C., is 
focussed on questions of transmission and communi
cation between the Western Regions and China, and on 
the study of the extent and relevance of the Chinese 
presence in the region. It is fair to say that more atten

tion has been paid to the presence of Chinese military 
colonies, documents, and watch-towers built by the 
Chinese than to the relations between the various cul
tural areas discernible in Xinjang at that time. An 
analysis of the material culture of the region around 
100 B.C. aiming to reconstruct in detail relations and 
influences among its component members is prema
ture at this stage, and we can only offer a general 
description.

Agricultural tools. Excavations of farming settle
ments from this period reveal a technology largely 
based on stone and bone implements, while metal 
findings in bronze and iron are very limited. The stone 
inventory comprises grinding stones, stone axes and 
stone adzes, while heavy bronze axes and bronze 
knives have also been found. Likewise, the oasis cul
ture of the Lopnor lake and Tarim Basin remains also 
essentially a stone tool culture, inclusive of mortars 
and pestles, grinding stones, axes and hoes, drills, 
rings, spindle whorls, and bowls. Bone artefacts 
include arrowheads, needles, spindles and other small 
objects. The general impression is that the tools used 
by the agricultural people of the Tarim Basin were 
rather simple and even primitive, with a very limited 
use of metal tools.11

Metallurgy. Xinjiang is the area presently within 
the borders of the People’s Republic of China where 
the first instances of metal-working may have ap
peared. Current studies, based not only on findings of 
metal objects, but also on the study of cut marks on 
logs which could have only been caused by metal 
implements, date the beginning of bronze metallurgy 
in the region to around 2000 B.C. (An [1998]; Wang 
[1996]). The number and quality of finds (many of 
which are very large) and the presence of mining sites 
attest to the importance and sophistication reached by 
metallurgy in Xinjiang, especially in the northeastern 
part of the region. Most of them are concentrated in 
areas inhabited by nomadic peoples, which fully con
firms the view that the pastoralists who lived in the 
mountain areas and valleys of central and northern 
Xinjiang developed early on - most probably in 
the late third to early second millennium B.C. - a 
fairly homogenous metallurgical culture whose 
smelting and sites are clustered in discrete areas. 
Bronze metallurgy in the first millennium B.C. was 
especially advanced in the Ili region, and in the Turfan 
and Gumugou areas. Xinjiang bronzes include large 
vessels, of which the bronze cauldron is one of the 
most representative; weapons and tools, such as 
knives, arrow-heads, socketed dagger-axes, horse-bits 
and spindle-whorls; other objects such as mirrors, 
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buckles, plates; and variously shaped ornaments. The 
bronzes’ manufacture and iconography also reflect a 
“northern” origin, as they relate to the “animal style” 
art that is associated with nomadic cultures of 
northern and central Asia. The state of research at the 
moment allows us to begin to locate the focuses of 
metallurgical production in the region, which, as 
we may expect from the texts mentioned above, 
flourished especially in pastoral areas (Mei & Shell 
[1998]).

The development of metallurgy in this region 
should probably be related to the initial transmission 
of knowledge carried into Xinjiang by migrating peo
ples from Central Asia and Siberia and later develop
ments taking place locally. For instance, the Chawu- 
hugoukou (Qawrighul), culture whose remains indi
cate the presence of nomadic elements, presents con
siderable differences with respect to the culture of ear
lier periods, namely the appearance of iron objects 
and horse-riding gear. Iron metallurgy also appeared 
in Xinjiang at an early stage, before any other site in 
China, and again seems to be connected with the cul
tural transmission occurring among nomadic peoples 
across Central Asia and Siberia (Di Cosmo [1996] 91- 
2). Possibly because of the requirements of pastoral 
economy (which tended towards an increasingly more 
specialized use of the horse), or because of the plen
tiful supply of raw materials, or still because of the 
possibility of trading metal objects with the farming 
communities, it is quite clear that Xinjiang nomads 
developed early on an advanced metallurgy.

The texts document the existence of several impor
tant groups, including the Qiang, Saka, Yuezhi, Wu- 
sun, and Xiongnu, and archaeologists have tried to 
establish cultural differences among them, but since 
only relatively few nomadic graves of the Iron Age 
have been excavated (most of the finds come from 
surface surveys), the distribution of specific cultural 
markers and the chronological sequence are still a 
matter of speculation (Zhang [1985J; Wang [1987]). 
In the oasis small bronze and iron objects have been 
found, but these are typically less common than in 
nomadic areas. Their presence could point to local 
manufacture or to instances of trade with metal
making, possibly nomadic, communities.

Contacts. Much archaeological research has been 
concerned with establishing contacts between Eastern 
Central Asia and the surrounding areas. While it is 
doubtful that studies oriented to the identification of 
external influences will contribute decisively to an 
understanding of the political and social change that 
the region underwent in the last part of the first mil

lennium B.C., it is important to signal some of the 
issues that have emerged so far.

Textiles found in an excellent state of preservation 
in the oasis of Xinjiang have attracted early on con
siderable attention (Sylwan [1941]). Textiles include 
cotton, wool, and silk. The silk recovered in Xinjiang 
is usually identified as Chinese import, whereas the 
cotton cloth recovered at Niya points to connections 
with India, especially because of the indigo dyes. The 
excavation of graves in the Loulan and Hami areas 
have revealed several examples of woollen textiles, 
generally of a good quality, whereas felt, used mostly 
for hats, was quite coarse and inferior in quality to that 
produced by nomads. Recent studies have shown also 
the presence of another textile tradition in Xinjiang, 
responsible for the manufacture of plaid twills (Barber 
[1998]; Good [1995] & [1998]). The looms needed to 
make twills dated to the early Han and before point 
to a connection with Europe whose nature and 
significance remains to be fully discussed, but which 
cannot be ignored, especially in the context of the 
distribution of Indo-European speakers, and more 
specifically, to the diffusion of particular technologies 
across Central Asia.

Gold objects have been recovered mostly from 
nomadic burials, as in the case of Chawuhugou. The 
Saka burials of Xiangbaobao have yielded gold 
plaques, bronze and iron rings, and agate beads.12 The 
presence of ornaments, and in particular of ornaments 
in precious metals such as gold and silver is far more 
common in a nomadic context, possible evidence of 
an economy in which trade was especially important, 
since gold was probably used, as mentioned above, as 
a form of currency. The similarities between the Xin
jiang ornaments and those found in other culturally 
non-Chinese Bronze and Iron Age cultures in Gansu, 
Ningxia, and Inner Mongolia, suggests that the 
nomads dominated a broader network of trade that 
stretched from northern China to Central Asia and 
Siberia (Bunker [1998]).

Physical Anthropology
Several studies, mostly carried out by the eminent 
physical anthropologist Han Kangxin, have ascer
tained that the ancient population of Xinjiang 
included Caucasian people of different types as well 
as Mongoloid people and mixtures of the two. 
Remains of individuals belonging to the Mediter
ranean subgroup of the Indo-Afghan type have been 
found at Xiangbaobao and Shanpula. Other “Western” 
remains, belonging to the Pamir-Ferghana and to the 
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proto-European types have also been found in Central 
and Southern Xinjiang. Other sites show admixtures of 
various types (Han [1998]). The presence of so many 
different physical types demonstrates the occurrence 
of various migrations into Eastern Central Asia, 
coming from west, southwest, north and east, some of 
which seem to have occurred during the first millen
nium B.C. These migrations, and the presence of so 
many racial types, show that Xinjiang had become the 
meeting point of different cultures before the histor
ical opening of communication between East and 
West. These newcomers brought with them specific 
cultural traits including languages, technical knowl
edge, and specific forms of social organization. Much 
of the present-day research is directed towards the 
identification of these traits, sometimes across huge 
distances, and from multiple viewpoints.

Conclusion
Archaeological research, notwithstanding enormous 
advances and discoveries in the past few decades, has 
not yet provided sufficient material for a fuller under
standing of the culture of the states mentioned in the 
historical records and of their collective status as a 
“city-state” (or “oasis-state”) culture. From what we 
have said so far, however, we can suggest a few points 
that may help define it. Around the second century 
B.C. the “city-state” civilization of the Tarim Basin 
comprised a tight network of communities whose 
political structure was centred in fortified settlements 
and based on the oasis economy. These communities 
had been in contact with each other since the Bronze 
Age, but at the same time, because they occupied dis
crete environmental niches, and because of their rela
tive isolation, different cultures developed. The most 
relevant long-term cultural divide that can be ascer
tained thus far is that between settled and nomadic 
cultures. Adaptation to the extremely diversified envi
ronment of the Xinjiang region, where alpine pas
tures, foothill oases, and semidesertic areas exist in 
close proximity, gave rise to a variety of human adap
tations. The most successful of these include: (1) 
farming based on the “micro-management” of the 
water resources of the oasis; (2) a fully pastoral 
economy; and (3) a combination of agriculture and 
stock breeding, where the land did not permit many 
crops to grow, as in the case of the Lopnor area. The 
nomadic areas in the Tianshan and Hi regions devel
oped a more sophisticated metallurgical culture, as a 
result of the availability of raw materials extracted 
from the mountains at large mining sites, as in the 

case of Nulasai. These areas were in close contact 
with Central Asia in the west, the Sayano-Altai region 
in the north, and, to the east, pastoral areas in northern 
China. Metal tools for agricultural work, such as 
ploghs, were more common in regions dominated by 
pastoral peoples than in the oases, where stone and 
bone tools continued to be used to a late date.

When the city states were actually formed we do 
not know for sure. By the second century B.C. a 
number of these communities had achieved a high 
level of political maturity, and their economy was able 
to support a sizeable population. This implies a fairly 
long process that may have begun towards the middle 
of the millennium, though such a terminus post quern 
cannot be confirmed. From the dearth of early fort
resses to be found in the Tarim Basin oases that could 
be dated prior to 400 B.C., we may also assume a rel
atively short process, that began around 400-300 B.C. 
and developed rapidly, possibly as a response to the 
growth - political, economic, and technological - of 
nomadic groups. The hypothesis of a migratory colo
nization from Iran and Central Asia cannot be 
excluded, but such a hypothesis for the time being 
belongs in the realm of speculation, quite removed 
from the evidential plane.

As one might expect, contacts among all of these 
“states” included trade, cultural exchanges, and war. 
The appearance of large fortified complexes such as 
the walled city of Yen near Kucha could be ascribed to 
the fierce competition for resources and to the antago
nism that developed between agricultural and pastoral 
communities. We have suggested that the analogy 
with the qala of the Central Asian oases - fortified 
palatial complexes used by the head of the community 
and its aristocracy as residence, religious centre, and 
seat of government - may prove useful to attain a 
better sense of the political organization of these 
“states”. It has also been suggested that a series of 
small settlements developed along river banks and in 
other areas suitable for cultivation, which were polit
ically dominated by the ^a/¿z-based aristocracy.

Beyond possible analogies, we should be mindful 
of the fact that the history of the Tarim Basin “oasis
states” cannot be reduced to a social and political 
model that dominated elsewhere. The specific histor
ical role of the Tarim basin as a funnel of communica
tion between distant cultural areas came into historical 
focus when political developments led to the arrival of 
Chinese diplomats, soldiers and settlers. While the 
northern part of Xinjiang, in particular the northern 
Tianshan, the Ili basin and the Altai regions had been 
crossed by nomadic pastoralists for a long time, it 
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seems that the oasis communities in the southern part 
of Xinjiang, in the eastern part of the Tianshan range 
and around the Taklamakan desert, constituted a fairly 
independent “frontier region” with possible cultural 
ties with Central Asia.

Without stressing natural factors more than is nec
essary, the environment of the Tarim Basin imposed 
serious requirements on any community that wished 
to settle and extract the means of subsistence from its 
oases. The need to manage the water flowing down 
from the glaciers at seasonal intervals by channelling 
it into a network of man-made canals called for inten
sive labour. Defence from neighbouring communities, 
and especially from the pastoral peoples inhabiting 
the grassy slopes of the mountain ranges posed 
another requirement that may have led to the stratifi
cation of society and to the formation of an oligarchy 
in charge of economic development, defence and 
diplomatic and trade relations. (Interestingly, the titles 
reported in the Han sources do not include any official 
that might be obviously in charge of religious func
tions, but it is possible that archaeological research 
will provide such evidence.)

It is perhaps in the “achievement-oriented” political 
structures that were formed in the oases of Eastern 
Central Asia, strengthened by the constant struggle 
against natural factors and human foes to preserve 
their livelihood, that we can identify the reasons for 
the extraordinary resilience of the Tarim Basin civi
lization. Its cultural and economic foundations no 
doubt were already in place in the Iron Age, as well as 
its essential characteristics of local self-sufficiency 
and self-government, long-range trade and diplomacy, 
and the symbiotic relationship between farming and 
pastoral peoples. In later history, this “oasis-state” 
culture demonstrated to be politically flexible, re
ceptive to foreign cultures, and economically viable. 
It would not be implausible to claim that the extra
ordinary role of this culture in world history, as a 
civilization that thrived by allowing contacts among 
other civilizations, could only persist because the 
people of the oases successfully preserved a way of 
life already in place in the late first millennium B.C.

Notes
1. Xinjiang was established formally as a province in 1884, while 

from the time of its conquest in 1760 to that date it had been an 
outer protectorate.

2. The term “city-state” to refer to the oasis-based urban and 
agrarian communities of the Tarim Basin has been used by one 
of the foremost specialists of Xinjiang history, Zhang Guang-da 
[m’c] (1996) 281-301. The term city-state is not defined in this 

article, which concentrates on the period roughly encompassing 
the first half of the first millennium A.D.

3. A very readable, well-balanced account of the spread of reli
gions in the region is Foltz (1999). On the Manicheans see the 
excellent work by Lieu (1998). On the Sogdians see Semenow 
(1994). Much has been written about Buddhism. For a synthetic 
overview, which includes Eastern Central Asia, see Litvinsky 
and Vorobyova-Desyatovskaya (1996) 431-48.

4. For the earliest linguistic distribution in the region, see the col
lection of articles in Mair (ed). (1998) I: 307-534.

5. On the economic symbiosis between ancient nomads and 
farmers in the region see Iwamura (1962) and Di Cosmo 
(1994).

6. There has been a certain amount of controversy as to the relia
bility and authenticity of these chapters. See Hulsewé (1975); 
Pulleyblank (1981); Leslie and Gardiner (1982); Daffinà 
(1982); and Gardiner-Gardner (1986).

7. This figure is different from that reported in the Shiji (Memoirs 
of the Grand Historian), which says that they have several tens 
of thousands of archers, a figure that would not normally imply 
more than 100,000. See Shiji 3161. Watson translated “20,000 
or 30,000” (Watson [1993] 234) but such figure seems arbitrary.

8. The state of Weitou did not have a “city” as capital, and there
fore it would not be properly included in the number of “city- 
states”, but it is important to mention it in order to gain a better 
idea of the economic context of the region.

9. On the formation of the “oasis civilization” of Central Asia see 
Hiebert (1995).

10. On the question of the complex economy of grassland areas see 
Chang & Tourtellotte (1998).

11. The agricultural settlements of the Tarim Basin in general 
appear to be fairly poor and backward in terms of their material 
culture. See Hou (1996) 58-9.

12. On Chawuhugou see Kaogu 1990. On the Saka tombs see 
Kaogu xuebao (1981).
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City-States and City-State Cultures 
in pre-15th-Century Southeast Asia

Pierre-Yves Manguin

The maritime façade of the western part of Southeast 
Asia holds a key position astride the major commer
cial route that links the South China Sea to the Indian 
Ocean and, further west, to the Mediterranean. The 
harbours of western Southeast Asia also became the 
focal point of regional trade networks that fed into the 
major maritime route the rich productions of the area, 
some of them in demand in world markets from late 
prehistoric times: gold, tin, resins, spices, precious 
woods, etc. Maritime exchange and trade has there
fore played a key role in the formation of local coastal 
political systems and urbanism. This notable depen
dance on markets and trade made the area extremely 
sensitive to the ups and downs in the economic life of 
the major actors in the trans-Asiatic trade route. The 
latter thus provided much of the rhythm of Southeast 
Asian history; more specifically, the cultural and eco
nomic role of the two neighbouring masses of India 
and China, major political forces at times, always 
huge markets, was invariably significant.

The study of the era of Southeast Asian history 
some historians would call “early modem” has seen 
dramatic progress in the past thirty years and Anthony 
Reid’s essay in this volume provides a clear overview 
of the city-state culture in the Malay-speaking world 
and its relationship with the world trade boom of the 
15th to 17th centuries.

There were, however, other economic highs in 
Asian and Southeast Asian history, other “ages of 
commerce”, when marked rises in the intensity of 
inter-Asian maritime trade have been registered. 
Archaeologists and historians working on the two mil
lennia that precede the “early modem” period (i.e. 
from ca. 500 B.C. to ca. 1500 A.D.) have identified 
those economic booms in the Ancient World the 
effects of which have now clearly been recognized in 
Southeast Asian contexts. As one moves back in time 
from the 15th-17th century era, phases of economic 
growth and rise of maritime trade are apparent at 
various periods: during the 10th to 13th centuries 

(corresponding to the surge in foreign trade of both 
Song China and Cola India); between the 5th to 7th 
centuries; at the turn of the Christian Era, when Asian 
trade with Rome was at its peak and networks across 
the Bay of Bengal in full swing, with trade in tin and 
gold from Southeast Asia acting as one major source 
of revenue for Southeast Asian polities.

For the purpose of this essay, the interesting point 
to make is that most of these earlier periods of growth 
in the intensity of inter-Asian maritime trade also 
appear to have induced growth of settlements in 
coastal areas of Southeast Asia. This necessarily puts 
the 15th-17th century developments into a broader 
perspective.

However, contrary to the post-15th century period, 
we do not have the same set of European and locally 
written sources to describe the socio-economic situa
tion. Writing appears in Southeast Asia only in the 
first few centuries A.D., but no local sources have sur
vived in tropical conditions other than epigraphical 
(the latter only start in the 5th century A.D.). More or 
less at the same time, workable foreign records about 
the region, mainly Chinese, start appearing: these, 
however, have their limits and often impose their own 
world view on a local situation, thus distorting our 
own comprehension of it. For most of the first millen
nium A.D., the scarcity of available locally written 
sources to counterbalance foreign sources therefore 
leaves most of the burden of reconstructing this period 
of Southeast Asian history to archaeologists. Archae
ology has made considerable progress in the past 
twenty years in Southeast Asia, and the periods of 
interest to us here have been the focus of many a study 
in recent times (see the general bibliography infra on 
which the present notes are based). Progress has been 
most dramatic in the late prehistorical and proto-his
torical eras, which takes us some centuries into the 1 st 
millennium A.D. For the post-7th century period, 
when inscriptions become available in sufficient num
bers, archaeologists and epigraphers, during these past 
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two decades, have also carried out intensive new 
research, as well as reconsidered and reinterpreted the 
available data within a true historian’s framework. 
State formation, urbanization and their connection 
with trade and exchange have been the focus of most 
studies. I will summarize here, in a few pages only, 
the general conclusions reached in the works listed in 
the attached bibliography.

The states that developed in Southeast Asian his
tory before the 15th-17th century have long been clas
sified by modern historians as “temple building”, 
“agrarian” or “territorial”, to oppose them to those of 
trade-oriented city-states of “early modem” times. 
This may be partly valid for those two late states (11th 
to 14th centuries) that have attracted much of the 
attention of earlier scholars: the Khmer “empire”, 
centred at Angkor, and that of Majapahit, centred in 
East Java. It is not true for the earlier coastal states, 
which appear to have been largely trade-oriented and 
city-centred. This urban pattern has been said to be 
typical only of the post-1400 period, but this, I 
believe, is more a reflection of the scarcity or poor 
interpretation of earlier written sources than of any 
critical argumentation.

Sriwijaya as a Malay City-State
The existence of a Malay polity that thrived between 
the 7th and the 13th centuries A.D. has now been pret
ty well established: it carried the name Sriwijaya, a 
term used to indicate both the polity and its major ur
ban settlement. It is the first known large-scale state of 
world economic stature to have prospered in Insular 
Southeast Asia. The wealth and prestige of its ruler, the 
regional eminence of its capital and harbour-city, its 
role as a centre for the diffusion of Buddhism were ac
knowledged by the other world economies of the 
time, from the Arabs at Baghdad to the Tang and Song 
Chinese. A large and still growing body of evidence 
points towards the modern city of Palembang (in 
Southern Sumatra, Indonesia) having been its political, 
religious and economic centre between the 7th and the 
11th centuries. Evidence suggests that some centres of 
activity were active there soon after the formative 
stages of Sriwijayan statehood in the late 7th century. 
The polity no doubt thrived in the 9th and 10th cen
turies and it appears from both the archaeological and 
written records that the city continued to be occupied 
and maritime trade carried out after the political centre 
of Sriwijaya was transferred to the river basin situated 
immediately to the north, somewhere near modern 
Jambi, in the late 11th century.

The long-lived polity of Sriwijaya produced rela
tively few inscriptions and practically all of them 
come from the very first phase of its foundation in the 
680s. These inscriptions, however, were the first ever 
to be written in a vernacular language of Insular 
Southeast Asia, i.e. Old Malay (but with a strong San
skrit lexical input), and are therefore presumed to 
convey a largely localized view of the situation. It so 
happens that a set of these inscriptions provides us 
with an almost graphic description of the structure of 
the 7th century polity that can be compared with both 
archaeological and other textual sources.

The sites within and in the immediate vicinity of 
the modern city of Palembang have by now yielded 
pre-14th century material evidence for settlement, 
manufacturing, commercial, religious and political 
hubs of activity at a level that can only be reconciled 
with a focally situated settlement, in other words with 
the “capital” city of the early Malay polity. The settle
ment pattern revealed so far in Sriwijayan archaeolog
ical sites at Palembang confirms the evidence pro
vided by the few contemporary foreign sources avail
able, both Arabic and Chinese. A riverine pattern, as 
expected, is by now clearly discernible. Multiple hubs 
of specialized activities have been found scattered 
along some 12 km on the northern bank of the Musi 
river and its smaller tributaries. Religious sites tend to 
have been located on higher, dry land. All centres of 
activity, though, are situated either on the Musi river 
bank or clearly within reach, by water, from the main 
river and thus from the sea, downstream from Palem
bang. Judging from the quantity of finds on some of 
the excavated sites, population density must have 
been high in some places. Many of these finds clearly 
indicate active, long-distance trade and the role of 
merchants and ship-masters (vaniaga, puhawang) is 
underscored in local inscriptions. Though no ruler’s 
residence has been located so far, the Sebokingking 
inscription in East Palembang clearly must have been 
at the hub or close to such a political centre, at least at 
foundation time in the 670s and 680s (the kadatuan, 
literally the “place of the ruler \datu\”, as mentioned 
in this very inscription) (Manguin [1991 J, [1992], 
[1993]).

The pattern described is precisely that used to 
define the structure of Malay trade-oriented harbour 
polities best known during the post-15th century 
Islamic “Age of Commerce”. Considering the fact 
that other structural elements of “early modem” 
Southeast Asian harbour-cities such as military 
organization or religious and cultural dissemination 
are also prominent in Sriwijayan times, it appears that 
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the sites in Palembang fit nicely within the pattern 
defined for later Malay World city-states.

Sriwijaya, however, was more than just a harbour- 
centred city-state. Early historical interpretations 
based on an inadequate comprehension of inscriptions 
pronounced that Sriwijayan power encompassed a 
vast “kingdom” or even an “empire”. The Europeo- 
centrist concepts that were attached to such terms (ter
ritory, frontiers, and the political domination bound to 
them, etc.) were misleading. Recent re-reading of the 
small corpus of Old Malay inscriptions produced by 
this polity, of Chinese sources reporting on the trading 
state, and on data produced by recent excavations in 
Palembang allows a scaled-down image to be 
reconstructed (Wolters [1982], [1986]; Kulke [1993]; 
Manguin [1993]; [in press]).

After reexamining the 7th century central Sebok- 
ingking inscription and the copies of it that were 
placed at the periphery of the polity, Herman Kulke 
concluded that “an impressive patrimonial staff at the 
centre (...) should not be equated with the existence of 
a far-fledged empire”. The Malay (not Sanskrit) term 
kadatuan used in Sriwijayan inscriptions is now 
understood as referring only to the “place of the datu', 
i.e. the politically weighty, but spatially limited sym

bolic centre of the polity, the palace and its fenced 
compound (in a fashion that parallels that of the 
modern Central Javanese keraton, a Javanese term 
cognate to Old Malay kadatuan). Similarly, the term 
wanua in the same inscriptions (also from Malay lin
guistic stock) is now read as referring to the urban 
environment of the kadatuan, rather than to a “king
dom” or even an “empire”. This urban concentration 
would only have included, apart from the ruler’s resi
dence (kadatuan) itself, religious buildings and parks 
(both alluded to in the inscriptions), markets and the 
semi-rural or riparian villages (the kampung of 
modem Malay cities). This first circle, or core area, 
would have corresponded to the urban settlement of 
ancient Palembang, as partially brought to light by 
archaeologists. It is depicted in these inscriptions as 
surrounded by another circle described as sama- 
ryyada, a Sanskrit term conveying the notion of 
vicinity. Within this circle, one finds localities (desa, a 
term of Sanskrit origin) ruled by local leaders 
(“trusted with the charge of a datu” by the now more 
powerful datu at the centre). Archaeological research 
in South Sumatra - and the difficulties inherent in the 
identification of 7th century sites - has not yet 
brought to light enough data to indicate with any pre- 
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cisión which and where exactly were the polities 
incorporated into this “neighbourhood” of the wanna.

Still in concentric fashion, we then find the various 
mandala, under their respective datu, described as 
powerful local magnates ruling over their own wanua 
and samaryyada, but uneasily recognizing the 
authority of a primus inter pares, the ruler of Sriwi- 
jaya. These outlying mandala formed the outer 
reaches of the polity of Sriwijaya (referred to in the 
inscription as bhumi Sriwijaya).

This representation of space can be schematically 
depicted in the above diagram (Fig. 1, adapted from 
Kulke [1993]). Four almost identical copies of the 
central inscription of Sebokingking (which Kulke 
calls the "mandala inscriptions”) happen to have been 
found at the periphery of Southern Sumatra. These 
inscriptions therefore appear to indicate the spatial 
limits of one exterior circle of largely autonomous 
mandala, centred on second-order settlements.

The overall structure of the polity can be tackled from 
another angle. The urban centre of Palembang/Sriwi- 
jaya lies some 80 km upstream from the eastern coast 
of Sumatra, a position no different from that of later 
harbour-cities that grew in similar coastal environ
ments, in Sumatra or in Kalimantan (Borneo).

One of the models submitted by anthropologists 
and archaeologists to explain the functioning of such 
coastal Malay polities is the hierarchic upstream
downstream organization involving a primary focal 
urban centre downstream from one major river, and a 
series of upstream secondary (and tertiary, etc.) cen
tres along the same major river basin (Bronson 
[1977], who adapted the model to a Southeast Asian 
situation). The distribution of recently discovered reli
gious sites upstream for Palembang on the river net
work of the Musi River Basin, many of them in areas 
still known to have yielded alluvial gold, conforms 
nicely to this functional model (the settlement sites 
associated with them remain to be investigated) 
(Fig. 2, from Manguin [in press]; see also Manguin 
[1993]).

These river basin systems, when considered in iso
lation from neighbouring systems, already required 
that a complex network be constructed between the 
central place downstream and the multiple centres 
upstream. The main coastal polity (the harbour-city of 
urbanized systems) controlled the flow of merchan
dise entering or being exported from the river basin; 
when occupying such a site it therefore acquired a 
geographically dominant, key position. This meant it 
had to enter into a relationship with upstream societies 

that had access to the hinterland productions. One 
must include among such upstream societies those 
which had thrived and benefitted from overseas con
tacts in areas far removed from the sea before a cen
tral place was established downstream (the upper val
leys of the Musi River Basin were settled during the 
late prehistorical and the proto-historical period by 
complex societies that already had access to such for
eign goods as Vietnamese bronzes and Indian Ocean 
beads). These upstream societies would have become 
dependent on the harbour-city for the acquisition of 
marine and overseas prestige products they had 
grown used to in earlier times. It is impossible, at this 
early stage of archaeological research in the upstream 
sites of Sumatra, to ascertain which mode of relation
ship was favoured by the Sriwijaya rulers at Palem
bang or later at Jambi. It probably varied depending 
upon the period considered and the societies involved. 
Forceful means may have been used to implement its 
dominant position, if we accept that the discourse on 
military operations in the 7th century inscriptions was 
also directed against such upstream polities, which is 
far from established. However, the general content of 
the central inscription at Sebokingking and its periph
eral mandala inscriptions is more reminiscent of the 
implementation of some kind of alliance or bond that 
would have been renewed in oath-taking rituals com
parable to those said still to have been implemented in 
much later times between the Sultans at Palembang 
and neighbouring societies. The hierarchy or ranking 
in such discrete river basin systems would have then 
been felt mainly in terms of geographical position. All 
the societies in the system would have been largely 
dependent on each other for the system to work, and 
the central place downstream would not have been in 
a position to compel the remote upstream polities to 
enter into such relationships by military force alone 
(the latter would probably have bypassed the Musi 
system and gained access to the neighbouring Batang 
Hari river basin or to the Indian Ocean shores across 
the mountains).

The body of Malay literature that is contemporary 
with the emergence and glory of the Melaka city-state 
system in the 15th century bears abundant confirma
tion of the above models (no Malay texts have been 
preserved in written form that are earlier than this, 
except inscriptions). It tells us clearly how the 
dwellers of these city-states perceived the polity in 
which they lived. In simplified terms, it can be said 
that they systematically referred to their polities with 
two phrases defining first a political centre (the negeri 
Melaka of these texts, or the kadatuan Sriwijaya of
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Fig. 2. Schematic representation of the 
hierarchic upstream-downstream organiza
tion of settlements.

earlier inscriptions) and by its relationship with a 
periphery described, literally, as “the confluents, 
bends and reaches” of a river system (anak sungei dan 
teluk rantau in the Melaka texts). Taken as a whole, 
this metaphor clearly stands for the various settle
ments strewn along the rivers, creeks and inlets that 
constitute the river basins under the control of one 
centre of power. This geographical representation thus 
epitomizes the spatial integration of the polity in a 
riparian landscape. However, it does in no way 
convey the notion of a topographically well-defined 
territory. The polity is defined primarily by a centre, 
and by its periphery. Other similar statements in the 
texts make it clear that what is essential to this per
ception is the centre-periphery relationship, rather 
than the territory itself: the ruler at the centre is the 
pivot of the polity, the focus of centripetal forces that 
keep the system together. It is the maintenance of a 
network of relations, not the control of a territory, that 
is emphasized (Manguin [in press]).

This model conforms nicely with the geographical 
position of many harbour-cities of the Malay World, 
both pre-modern and modern. Oddly, the harbour city- 
state of Melaka, which is supposed to epitomize the 
Malay polity, appears at first sight not to conform to 
the above upstream-downstream model. Indeed, the 
general credo among historians of the pre-European 
and European periods of the history of the city-state of 
Melaka, is that the city functioned only as an entrepôt, 
without a hinterland; it produced no rice and had no 
up-river production to feed into the networks; it thus 

had to import, among other things, most of the food 
and provisions to feed its large population. This 
general agreement is based on similar assumptions of 
early 16th century Portuguese authors, who were 
clearly unaware of the true extent of Melaka’s 
political and economic power. Possibly due to the fact 
that the small Melaka river could not possibly give 
access to a productive hinterland, and that the territory 
surrounding the harbour-city is always described in 
contemporary sources as uncultivated, this general 
assumption has rarely been questioned. Some ar
chaeologists too have given credence to this “city 
without a hinterland” model and argued for its validity 
for the whole area, and the assumed condition of 
Melaka was then also brought to the rescue (Bronson 
and Wisseman [1976]).

However, it has been proposed to see Melaka’s hin
terland as a regional trade sphere extending a few 
hundred miles from its centre. This “hinterland” - 
which was neither “behind” nor necessarily con
tiguous to the port-city - should rather be described as 
an “Umland” that lay “beyond the entrepôt” and was 
irrigated by Melaka’s network of “waterways”, both 
riverine and maritime. These would have been the 
places from which products of the sea, the forest and 
the mine would have been extracted, and rice pro
duced to feed the large population of the central place 
(see Manguin [in press] for further references).

In the light of the textual evidence gathered above, 
the various river basins that constituted this Umland 
must have enclosed other polities that had then 
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entered into various degrees of reciprocal alliances or 
dyadic bonds (kinship, economic, etc.) with the rulers 
at Melaka: these would have included, at the turn of 
the 16th century, a number of places on the Malayan 
Peninsula but also harbour-cities such as Pasai, Pedir, 
Siak and Inderagiri on Sumatra, all of them polities 
large or small, some of them earlier central places on 
their own. When seen from the point of view of the 
then thriving central place of Melaka, they were said 
to be “in dependence” upon the port-city (jajahan 
Melaka or jajahan yang takluk ke Melaka in contem
porary literature). Sriwijaya similarly kept under its 
“submission” (the term bhakti is used in the Old- 
Malay inscriptions), over time, a variety of polities 
away from its own original Musi river basin, among 
which the Jambi/Melayu polity, with its own Batang 
Hari river basin, looms large: in fact, it ended up 
taking over the position of political centre of Sriwi
jaya in the 11 th century.

In the case of Sriwijaya, the picture obtained in the 
above pages is far removed from the “imperial” state 
implied by earlier historians. The structure of the Sri- 
wijayan polity is in fact akin to that of later harbour
polities of the Straits area or the Java Sea, the “Sul
tanates” and harbour-cities of the 15th-17th century 
“age of commerce”, that had hastily been said to have 
developed only in such late times. In other words, Sri
wijaya was a prototype of Melaka (Manguin [1993] 
33-4; Christie [1995] 269, 272). The data presently 
available may not be as complete as that of the 
post-15th-century era, but it all fits into an analogous 
pattern. Sriwijaya is shown to present many of the 
characteristics of a city-state functioning within a 
broader city-state culture, as defined during this sym
posium.

Still Earlier City-States?
Oliver W. Wolters, in his trend-setting book on Early 
Indonesian Commerce (1967), tackled the problem of 
Sriwijaya from the angle of the economic history of 
the polities that thrived in the early centuries of the 
first millennium A.D. in the western part of Insular 
Southeast Asia. It established that the foundation of 
Sriwijaya, astride the main trans-Asian maritime 
route, was the logical conclusion of several centuries 
of a state formation process that took place among 
trade-oriented polities in the Straits area of Southeast 
Asia (encompassing the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra 
and west Java).

Those polities that immediately precede the forma
tion of Sriwijaya appear to have grown in the 5th to 

7th centuries; they are mainly known from very lim
ited, mid-20th century studies, based on epigraphy 
and foreign records. In these sources, they are 
described as autonomous states, along those “fav
oured coasts” that control the main maritime routes 
passing through Southeast Asia (Wolters [1967], 
Wheatley [1983]). They occupied limited coastal 
niches similar to those of later states, carried out mari
time trade as a main economic activity and were 
focused on urban, cosmopolitan, harbour settlements. 
Most of them, however, particularly those situated on 
both coasts of the Malay Peninsula or in Sumatra, 
appear to have been rather small scale polities. Only 
two of the latter have been investigated in systematic, 
albeit limited, archaeological excavations: Kuala Se- 
linsing on the West Coast of the Malay Peninsula (in 
Malaysia, see Shuhaimi [1993]), and Kota Kapur on 
the Island of Bangka (South Sumatra, Indonesia) 
(Lucas, Manguin & Soeroso [1998]). The latter site is 
a smallish 6th-7th century settlement, with two 
diminutive Hindu temples complete with their stat
uary, a 2.5 km long earthen wall protecting it from 
outside attacks, and a gathering of riparian settle
ments. It therefore appears to display the attributes of 
later Malay World city-states. One of the Sriwijaya 
peripheral inscriptions, dated to 686 A.D., in fact indi
cates that it was then incorporated into the new 
expanding, more powerful city-state.

One single major polity appears in this 5th-7th cen
tury period to have reached a substantial size: it is 
described by the Chinese as the “state of Funan” and 
is based in the lower valley and delta of the Mekong, 
at the southern tip of the Indochinese Peninsula. 
Archaeological work started there in the 1930s and 
1940s, but large-scale research is only now being car
ried out again on sites of two of its urban concentra
tions, at Angkor Borei (in Cambodia, by the Univer
sity of Hawaii) and Oc Eo (in Vietnam, by the Ecole 
française d’Extrême-Orient), which should answer 
some of the questions raised: are these cities auto
nomous polities controlling only their immediate hin
terland, with their economies based chiefly on trade 
and exchange (particularly at Oc Eo, only some 20 km 
from the sea) or do they control and exploit a substan
tial rural territory and depend on agricultural revenue? 
It is too early to answer such questions in detail, but it 
increasingly appears that, rather than a single, encom
passing state as described by the Chinese, we are 
dealing with an association of centres of political 
power, inland as well as across the Gulf of Siam from 
Oc Eo, established in urban concentrations that may 
well be autonomous enough to qualify as city-states
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(Wheatley [1983]; Vickery [1998], is based on the 
little epigraphical body available for the period; see 
Manguin & Vo Si Khai [in press] for a very prelimi
nary presentation of the Oc Eo field results). The lack 
of inscriptions written in a local language prevents us 
from telling which was the language of the ethnic 
groups thus gathered in such an encompassing polit
ical system. A language of the Môn-khmer group is 
very probable, though, as it seems to have been used 
in those harbour-cities (in what is now Southern Thai
land) that were absorbed by Funan in the 3rd century 
A.D. This raises the possibility that a city-state culture 
was then thriving in a non Malay-speaking area of 
Western Southeast Asia.

Travelling further back in time, and back into the 
Malay-speaking area, one is left with working hypo
theses of even scantier archaeological data. However, 
recent interpretations of archaeological sites on the 
Malay Peninsula dating from the first few centuries 
before and after the beginning of the Christian Era 
would in fact push the formative period of such trade
generated settlements back another five or more cen
turies (Leong Sau Heng [1990]; Christie [1990]; 
Glover [1989], Glover et al. [1992]; Higham [1989], 
Higham & Rachani [1998]). These appear to indicate 
that, at least along the Western maritime façade of 
Southeast Asia, it is again trade and exchange rather 
than agriculture which paved the way for state forma
tion and its corollary urbanization. Indeed, a variety of 
sites pop up after ca. 500-300 B.C. along the coasts of 
the Malay Peninsula, the north coast of Java and Bali, 
and along the coasts of the Gulf of Thailand, that have 
been identified as polities of growing complexity, 
showing a high degree of economic integration with 
their neighbours, both inland and overseas. They 
appear to have burgeoned as a consequence of the 
economic boom of the late 1st millennium B.C., 
thriving on metal production and trade.

It is too early, pending further archaeological work, 
to decide if these early Southeast Asian polities quali
fied or not as incipient city-states. Let us just give a 
list of their presently identified characteristics: their 
situation is coastal or riparian, and their geographical 
niches comparable to those of city-states of later 
times; they show a concentration of population as well 
as social hierarchy (as surmised mainly from burials); 
some of them at least appear to have carried out 
specialized economic activities linked to trade (iron- 
working, tin and gold mining); they established 
economic contact with their hinterland with a view to 
obtaining goods for export; building and sailing of 
large trading ships was prominent in the region in 

which they thrived; artefacts indicating regional as 
well as long-distance trade (with both India and 
Southern China/Northern Vietnam) are a feature of 
most of these sites.

Starting from much earlier times than was 
previously thought, one cannot therefore escape the 
inference that trade-oriented polities, centred on har
bour sites, together with the (then only proto-urban?) 
settlement patterns associated with them, have been 
mutatis mutandis a feature of the western façade of 
Southeast Asia.
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The Culture of Malay-Speaking City-States 

of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries

Anthony Reid

(Respondent: Pierre-Yves Manguin)

The City-State and Asian Geography
Since the Persian wars, Greek and later European 
thought has associated “Asian” political forms with 
the despotism of empires, not the free citizenship of 
city-states. Orlando Patterson recently argued effect
ively, if not wholly persuasively, that “freedom was a 
peculiarly Western value and ideal”, arising out of the 
Greek city-states.1 City-states play a central role in 
John Hicks’ influential formulation of the stages of 
economic growth, but Asia again misses out. “The 
fact that European civilization has passed through the 
city-state phase is the principal key to the divergence 
between the history of Europe and the history of Asia” 
(Hicks [1969] 68). The first comparative treatment of 
the subject, by Griffeth & Thomas,2 as well as the first 
formulation of the Copenhagen Polis Centre’s 
research program (Hansen [1994] 10-11), left Asia 
almost unrepresented.

One does not have to be an environmental deter
minist to acknowledge that vast steppes and extensive 
river-valleys are not the most conducive situation for 
a system of city-states to arise. The early establish
ment and enduring strength of imperial structures in 
the large valleys and plains of China, Central Asia and 
northern India (as of Mesopotamia) push the quest for 
a system of interrelated city-states in much of Asia 
back to a time when records are scarce, more than two 
thousand years ago. These very early city-states were 
typically what I would call “first-step states”, pion
eering the concept of a state as government over a 
defined territory and a complex population. A second 
type of city-state, self-conscious about defending its 
rights and autonomy against the domination of an 
imperial system, appears to arise later in Asia than in 
the Mediterranean, and in particular geographical 
contexts.

In those parts of the Asian fringe divided by moun
tain and water the conditions for the second type of 

city-state appear more promising. In southern India, 
the Arabian Sea and especially Southeast Asia such 
networks can be identified at considerably later 
periods. Here some of the conditions which appear to 
have encouraged a multiplicity of small trade
dependent city-states in the Mediterranean also apply 
- readier communication by water than by land, agri
culturally unpromising hinterlands and a great 
complexity of coastlines and mountains. There are 
some city-state features in the (southern) Chinese 
commercial colonies of the period 1750-1830 in the 
Gulf of Thailand - Thonburi-Bangkok, Songkhla, Ha 
Tien and Saigon - though political independence is 
not one of them. Some different explanation must be 
sought for the diffusion of power amongst a great 
diversity of Thai-speaking states in the central part of 
Mainland Southeast Asia between the thirteenth 
century and the fifteenth (O’Connor, infra 431-43).

Although the urban life of Southeast Asia has 
attracted interest throughout this century, it is only 
recently and hesitantly that the comparative concept 
of city-states has been applied in this region. Jacob 
van Leur in the 1930s was fascinated by the Mediter
ranean city-state phenomenon, and could see the same 
phenomenon of coastal city-states juxtaposed against 
interior “civilizations of the great rivers” extending to 
the Middle East (van Leur [1955/1934] 63-4). His 
anti-colonial iconoclasm did not, however, break 
through a Weberian polarity of east and west. While at 
one point labelling the sixteenth-century pepper port 
of Calicut a city-state, he was happier with the notion 
of port-states or harbour principalities for Asian cities 
of this type. He remained convinced that “Oriental 
trade” differed from European or Mediterranean in 
being unchanging and traditional, dominated by urban 
patriciates who were economically passive and a host 
of travelling peddlers who conducted the trade (van 
Leur [1955/1934] 63-79).
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My own work in the 1980s, on the other hand, 
made plenty of implicit analogies with Italian city- 
states of a roughly similar period, or to earlier Greek 
ones in relation to slavery.3 A similar openness to this 
comparative dimension was followed by Denys Lom
bard and Luis-Filipe Thomaz, while J. Kathirithamby- 
Wells was more inclined to see what she called the 
“port-polities” of Southeast Asia as a distinct phe
nomenon.4 No systematic exploration of the relevance 
of the city-state concept has yet been undertaken.-1

This book provides a welcome opportunity to 
explore the idea in the sub-region at the com
munications centre of Southeast Asia, where I am 
most confident in locating a system of city-states at a 
particular stage of early modern history. These city- 
states are the negeri which shared a Malay lingua 
franca, Islamic culture and Chinese technology 
between the fifteenth and the seventeenth centuries.

The “Empty Centre” of Southeast Asia
The Malayan Peninsula, eastern Sumatra, western 
Borneo and western Java form the physical and com
munications centre of the Southeast Asian region. The 
busy maritime trade routes between China and Japan 
on the one side and the rest of the Old World on the 
other all had to pass through the Straits of Malacca or 
of Sunda, or across the portages of the Peninsula. 
Throughout the last two millennia there were reports 
in Chinese (and later Arab and other) sources of 
maritime emporia in this region where traders and 
pilgrims congregated.

It is, however, a region of relatively poor soils and 
year-round heavy rainfall, where agriculture was slow 
to develop except in some highland valleys and 
plateaux far from the entrepôts in question. The 
coastal lowlands were malarial, prone to flooding, and 
so densely forested that even game for hunting was 
relatively scarce. Population was therefore low in the 
hinterlands of the great entrepôts, which tended to 
import a high proportion of their food either by sea or 
down the rivers from the more productive highlands.6 
The geographical conditions in which a system of 
city-states flourished, therefore, were more compa
rable to those of the eastern Mediterranean than to 
irrigation-based early civilisations in Mesopotamia, 
the Indus or east Asia.

The “Age of Commerce”
The temple-building civilisations which dominated 
Southeast Asia between the tenth and thirteenth cen

turies were in eclipse by 1300. Mongol invasions in 
the 1290s, the southward migration of Thai-speakers 
in the thirteenth century, climatic changes, and a rise 
in seaborne east-west trade, all had a role in the emer
gence of a different type of political formation in the 
fourteenth, but more particularly the fifteenth century. 
Most of the new states began as cosmopolitan ports 
linked loosely if at all to the remaining interior power 
centres. Many of them grew in power to become 
substantial maritime city-states in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries (Reid [1988-93] II: 203-14).

What I call the “age of commerce” in Southeast 
Asia was made possible by a marked rise in the inten
sity of inter-Asian maritime trade. Muslim traders 
began to appear in Southeast Asian and Chinese ports 
from the eighth century and became much more 
numerous in the fourteenth. Arabic-speakers no doubt 
dominated among them in the early centuries of 
Islam, but by 1500 (when we have fuller Portuguese 
accounts) South Asians - Gujaratis, Malabaris, Ben
galis and “Klings” (from the Coromandel coast of 
Southeast India) - were in the great majority in South
east Asian ports. These visitors from the west were 
primarily responsible for establishing the earliest of 
the Islamic city-states I want to consider, Samudra or 
Pasai in northeastern Sumatra, which had a Muslim 
king by 1297.

Further east it was the interaction of Chinese 
mercantile colonists with those from South Asia and 
with local populations that gave rise to the port
states which flourished after 1400. Many of these 
colonists arrived with the vast naval missions sent out 
by the Ming Emperor Yung-le (1403-24), or else were 
mercantile refugees against the stern policy of this 
ruler and his predecessor against private trade by their 
subjects. Ma Huan, the Chinese Muslim chronicler 
of the Ming expeditions, describes a series of 
flourishing ports in which Cantonese merchants were 
the dominant force, and in some cases the founders. 
Tuban, Gresik and Surabaya on the northern coast of 
east Java were settlements he described favourably, 
whereas of Palembang, in South Sumatra, he reports 
that the dominant element were disloyal Cantonese 
who fled China during the reign of the first Ming 
ruler, Hung-wu (1368-98). One of them “set himself 
up as a chief; he was very wealthy and tyrannical” and 
preyed on passing shipping.7 Chinese Muslims were 
prominent among these colonists, and became more 
so as they intermarried with the other merchant 
communities of the ports.

The China connection was also crucial for two 
Malay-speaking city-states which became prominent 
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in the early 1400s, Melaka and Brunei, and the 
leading Thai port-state, Ayutthaya, although we have 
no direct evidence how much of their population was 
of Chinese descent. These were the three states which 
most actively played the Ming game by becoming 
enthusiastic imperial tributaries in order to position 
themselves as entrepôts with the sole legal access to 
the Chinese market through state-trading, or tribute 
missions. Brunei’s king was the first of the southern 
kings to go in person to the Chinese capital to render 
his tribute, in 1408, and this example was followed by 
Melaka on five occasions between 1411 and 1434. 
The Brunei king died while undertaking this arduous 
journey, but the Imperial court was so impressed at his 
“loyalty” that they gave him a splendid burial and sent 
his infant son home with a substantial Chinese force 
including a commissioner who appears to have gov
erned Brunei for a time. Ayutthaya and Melaka sent 
tribute missions as often as they were allowed in the 
early fifteenth century, since these were commercially 
very lucrative, and the Chinese names of many of 
their envoys make clear that there was a substantial 
Chinese or Sino-Southeast Asian minority in these 
ports.8

In some senses we might see the Southeast Asian 
maritime city-states of the period 1400-1600 as all 
part of a single system, whether expressed in Malay, 
Thai, Javanese or Makassarese idiom. All these poli
ties interacted with each other and with Chinese and 
South Asian traders; almost all were monarchies with 
a cosmopolitan ruling class heavily dependent on for
eign trade; all shared some political and geographical 
features. But since I accept as central to a system of 
city-states a shared culture and language, I am 
restricting this paper to cities for which Malay was the 
principal written language, and Islam the official 
religion. This largely restricts my focus to the “empty 
centre” of Southeast Asia described above, although 
some eastern trade centres such as Banda, Ternate, 
Tidore (all in Maluku, the spice islands) and Manila9 
might be conceived to be frontier colonies of this 
cultural complex.

We may divide the period of the Malay city-states 
in 1511, the year when the most flourishing of them, 
Melaka (Malacca), fell to the Portuguese. In the 
century before this, the principal city-states we must 
consider are Melaka on the Peninsula; Pasai, Aru, 
Kampar and Inderagiri in Sumatra; and Brunei and 
Manila further east.

Melaka at its height had come almost to define 
Malay identity; the Malay word-list compiled by the 
Magellan expedition in 1521 defined cara Melayu 

(literally “Malay style”) as “the ways of Melaka”. 
With Melaka’s fall Malayness became preeminently a 
diaspora civilisation, and the former commercial elite 
of the city dispersed to give life to a number of new 
city-states, particularly Patani, Terengganu, Pahang, 
Johor, Perak and Kedah on the Peninsula, and Banda, 
Ternate and Tidore in Maluku. Brunei and Manila be
came more fully part of the Malayo-Muslim cultural 
complex after 1511, until Manila was conquered and 
Brunei devastated by Spain (1571 and 1578 respec
tively). On the other hand, Pasai and the other small 
states along the northern coast of Sumatra were 
conquered in 1515-20 by Aceh, a power that gradu
ally transformed itself from a city-state to a more 
substantial monarchy.

The period when city-states were the dominant 
form came to an end with this process of stronger 
state-formation that began in the sixteenth century but 
peaked in the first half of the seventeenth. Aceh in 
Sumatra, Banten and Mataram in Java, Pegu (Burma) 
and Ayutthaya (Siam) on the Mainland, became more 
than city-states by using the new firearms, often 
wielded by foreign (Muslim, European, Japanese) 
mercenaries, to conquer larger territories. Whereas 
Portuguese Melaka for most of the sixteenth century 
was functionally rather like a city-state itself, Euro
pean military pressure for monopolies of pepper, tin 
and spices became far more intense with the arrival of 
the Spanish (1565), Dutch (1596) and English (1600). 
Only stronger states could compete effectively in this 
world, and the remaining city-states strictu senso 
went under by 1625.

Size, Population and Hinterland
The largest of these Malay city-states was Melaka at 
its height between 1470 and 1511. The major Malay 
narrative of the city offers two claims about the city’s 
large population on successive pages - nine laksa 
(90,000) or nineteen laksa (190,000).10 Portuguese 
estimates are more numerous, varying from 65,000 to 
200,000, the latter referring to the peak of the trading 
season when many temporary residents were in town. 
Having weighted these estimates with the scale of rice 
imports into the city, about 7,000 tons a year or 
enough to feed 50,000 people, I have accepted a prob
able peak population close to 100,000 (Reid [1988- 
93] II: 70-7). Although the Magellan expedition esti
mated a similar population (based on 20,000 to 25,000 
households) in Brunei around 1520,1 estimate that the 
next tier of Malay cities of the period, Brunei, Patani,
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Fig. 1. Southeast Asia, 
15th/l6th centuries.

Johor and Pasai, would have been only around 20,000 
inhabitants at their height, and sometimes dropped to 
much less than this through misfortunes of war and 
commerce. Smaller ports like Kampar, Siak, Kedah 
and Perak may have fluctuated between 500 and 
5,000. A recent estimate of the population of Manila 
before the Spanish conquest is 8,000 (Scott [1994] 
281).

There are no population figures for the hinterlands 
these cities dominated, or even a clear sense of what 
that hinterland constituted. Those of the city-states 
which dominated the mouth of an important river 
(Pahang, Perak, Kampar, Siak, lnderagiri) felt that the 
rustic forest-dwellers or agriculturalists of the up river 
areas should render them respect and tribute along 
with their trade goods, but they never ascended the 
river to enforce this. Cities like Melaka, Pasai and 
Brunei were really maritime enclaves surrounded by 
jungle, the few inhabitants of which were hostile 
rather than tributary. Marco Polo (1292) and Ibn Bat
tuta (1345) give the impression that Pasai was 
surrounded by barbarous cannibal infidels, with 
whom the city was in a state of war or uneasy peace." 
It was noted of Melaka that “the fields are infertile ... 
the people seldom practise agriculture”, whereas 

elephants were readily available from its surrounding 
jungle.12

It can be confidently said that a high proportion of 
the population by any pre-industrial standard lived in 
the cities which formed the heart of the system. In the 
whole Malayan Peninsula (south of Phuket/Songkhla) 
there cannot have been more than 500,000 inhabitants 
in total in the sixteenth century, nor fewer than 
130,000 in cities such as Melaka, Pahang and Patani, 
making at least a quarter of the population urban and 
largely dependent on imported grain. Since popula
tions tended to string out along coasts and rivers adja
cent to the cities, the semi-urban population within 
easy reach of city by boat would have been even 
larger. In this whole region we cannot identify any 
major centre of intensive rice-growing before about 
1600, and such agriculture as there was revolved 
around fruits, tubers, and hill rice in swidden fields. 
Even in its early days when Melaka had only two 
thousand inhabitants, it obtained rice by sea from 
Siam - the fertile flood-plain of the Chaophraya river. 
In its heyday Siam, Burma, Java and southeastern 
India all shipped rice in large amounts to the city.13 Its 
Portuguese conquerors noted that “Melaka has 
nothing of its own, and has everything of the world”.14
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Open Cities
Despite the high degree of urbanism in this region, it 
was a different kind of urbanism from that of tem
perate zones. In the Malay city-states almost all build
ings were lightly-built of wood, matting and split
bamboo, and raised above the ground on poles 
between one and four metres high. In this way they 
were airy, comfortable and clean - all the refuse fell 
down below where it might be eaten by goats and 
chickens. They also provided some security against 
flooding and wild animals. Houses of this type were 
not built to last more than ten years or so and repre
sented a smaller proportion of family capital than 
boats, textiles or jewellery. Their great disadvantage 
in an urban setting was susceptibility to fire, but when 
devastating fires did occur in the more crowded areas 
foreign observers were astonished to see whole 
quarters of the city rebuilt in three or four days.

Even the palaces of the ruler and principal court 
officials were built in this fashion but in a grander 
style. The palace of Melaka was said to have 90 mas
sive wooden pillars supporting it above the ground, 
and the palace of Ternate 46. The only buildings in 
stone or brick were sacred ones - the foundations and 
walls of major mosques, and the tombs of celebrated 
kings and saints (Reid [1988-93] I: 62-73).

Since all buildings were surrounded by coconut and 
fruit trees, visitors from the crowded, walled cities of 
Europe and China tended to think the Malay variant 
were not real cities at all, but rather “an aggregate of 
villages” (Crawfurd [1820] I: 168). Apart from the 
local preference for light house-styles, the key differ
ence was the absence of a constraining wall in the 
Malay city. Although the royal compound was often 
fortified, the city itself never was, except insofar as 
temporary stockades were erected when an attack was 
expected. A chronicler of Aceh explained this peculi
arity of his city in comparison with those of Muslims 
further west by the fact that “God had given them 
stout hearts and strong character and sound judgement 
in fighting all their enemies”, not to mention their 
abundant fighting elephants.15 A foreign (Jesuit) 
observer echoed the common perception of Malays as 
“the most valiant in war that there are in these parts, 
and they also have this opinion themselves, saying 
that their city not being surrounded with walls, like 
the Lacedemonians their bodies would serve as wall 
and rampart.”16

A more fundamental explanation may be the South
east Asian view that manpower rather than fixed cap
ital was the principal asset of a king, a powerful 
leader, or a city. In an extremity, the inhabitants of a 

city under attack would flee with their jewellery to the 
surrounding jungle, returning to rebuild their burned 
or ransacked houses once the attackers had departed. 
When the Portuguese attacked Melaka in 1511 the 
Malay elite put up a strenuous resistance, but as this 
began to fail the Sultan “drew himself off from the 
city, a day’s journey, taking with him some of the 
Malay merchants and captains and governors of the 
land ... being of the opinion that Afonso Dalbo- 
querque simply meant to rob the city and then leave it 
and sail away with the spoil.”17

A century later the flourishing port-city of Indera- 
giri could not be found by an English party returning 
to trade there some years after an Acehnese attack. 
The whole population had fled the Acehnese three 
days journey further up the river, and eventually 
rebuilt the city there (Reid [1988-93] II: 85-90). 
Johor’s capital suffered a similar series of displace
ments after Portuguese or Aceh attacks.

The central features of the Malay city were the 
palace, the major mosque, usually both giving on to a 
large unpaved public space, and the central market. 
One major market would always be alongside the 
mosque in the central area, but sometimes a larger one 
for wholesale exchanges was located adjacent to the 
port. Prices of major trade goods were constantly 
adjusted by bargaining in these markets, just as 
locally-grown fruits, vegetables and betel prices were 
fixed in small local markets or street stalls run by 
women. A small river or stream suitable for washing 
and the provision of drinking water usually flowed 
through or by the central palace area. In Melaka the 
major bridge over this small river was lined with 
small shops.

Beyond its royal centre, a city was essentially an 
agglomeration of “compounds” (the English word 
deriving from Malay kampungf* of important people 
surrounded by their retainers and clients. These 
merchant-aristocrats (orangkaya) usually had some 
recognition from the court as officials, military 
leaders, or intermediaries through whom people were 
controlled and taxes levied. In Melaka, for example, 
the taxes on women’s street-stalls passed to the court 
through different orangkaya, each supervising the 
quarter in which he lived or had his clients.19 The law 
code of Melaka has extensive provisions for the sale 
or disposal by the king of such compounds, always 
paying particular attention to the fruit trees growing 
within them.20 Houses could be rebuilt quickly or 
moved, but trees took years of nurturing and were 
regarded as of greater value by the law.
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The Political System
The city and the state were almost impossible to sepa
rate in Malay texts of the period. Both were expressed 
as negeri, a word which had its origins in a Sanskrit 
word for city, but which had eventually to be pressed 
into service as the modem term for a nation-state 
(more often in the formal-sounding negara). In 
modem Indonesian and Malay a city is distinguished 
as kota, but that word clearly meant a fort or citadel in 
the early modem period. Texts of the early modem 
period describe as negeri every polity from China (the 
unquestioned world power) to small riverine settle
ments of a few hundred people. The Malay Annals 
writes negeri Melaka when it wants to distinguish the 
city from its hinterland population - “at that time 
there were nineteen laksa of people in the negeri 
Melaka itself, apart from the inhabitants of all the 
coastal [or riverine] districts (teluk rantau) and all the 
tributaries (jajahan)”.2l The Bustan as-Salatin written 
in seventeenth-century Aceh uses negeri both for the 
city-state and for its urban core as opposed to its 
dependent rural hinterland (dusun). Beyond the 
orchards, fields and districts which comprised this 
hinterland were other negeri, some being regarded as 
tributary and others not. But there was none of the 
modem sense of a territorially bounded state of which 
the city was capital. Sovereignty was inherent in the 
city itself.

Almost every negeri had an hereditary ruler (raja). 
The most influential Melaka-derived Malay texts 
make much of the loyalty of the Malay to the raja, 
even in a situation of profound provocation. There 
were sumptuary laws and elaborate ceremonial de
signed to ensure that the king was elevated far above 
his subjects and honoured by all. Nevertheless this 
emphasis on loyalty should be read as a novel attempt 
to build up the institution of monarchy where it had 
shallow and fragile roots and was constantly under 
threat. The social fabric of the “empty Southeast 
Asian centre” was held together less by states than by 
elaborate kin and patronage networks. The Malay 
negeri which arose there were essentially built by 
merchants, and their monarchs ruled either in a 
conciliar fashion which incorporated a diversity of 
interests, or they ruled rather briefly.22

When the Spanish arrived in Manila in 1570 the 
city-state was still at an early stage of formation, and 
Raja Soliman, though treated as a king by Legazpi, 
insisted to him that “there is no king and no sole 
authority in this land; but everyone holds his own 
view and opinion, and does as he prefers” (Blair & 
Robertson [1903-09] III: 235). Foreign reports on 

Melaka show the ruler presiding over a range of pow
erful merchant-aristocrats of foreign origin, many 
controlling thousands of “slaves” or retainers. Pasai, 
the oldest of the Malayo-Muslim city-states, appears 
to have become notorious for the frequency with 
which its kings were discarded. The Portuguese wit
nessed three kings in succession being assassinated 
during 1516, the mob proclaiming each time a kind of 
refrain that if God permitted him to be killed it was 
proof that he was not worthy of ruling (Bouchon 
[1979] 149). An earlier report alleged:

... the grandees of Pase have ... agreed that whoever 
kills the king becomes king; and they say that in 
one day there were seven kings in Pase, because 
one killed the other and another the other; and ... 
they say that that is God’s command, so that the 
kings do not last long in their estate.23

Only in one of the city-states was the monarchic prin
ciple dispensed with altogether. This was at Banda 
Neira, the central settlement of a group of the seven 
tiny volcanic islands of Banda, between Timor and 
Seram in the eastern Indonesian spice islands. The 
Banda archipelago prospered in the “long” sixteenth 
century not just because it was the sole source of the 
world’s nutmeg and mace, but because “the Ban- 
danese had many junks in which they took their mer
chandise to Java and Melaka”.24 Presumably devel
oped by Sino-Javanese and Malay spice-merchants 
who found it a useful base, it became the principal 
entrepôt of Maluku, the Spice Islands. It was ruled by 
an oligarchy of orangkaya, merchant-aristocrats who 
owned ships, controlled large households of “slaves”, 
and arranged their dealings with foreigners through 
collegial meetings. They proved particularly difficult 
for Europeans to deal with. The Portuguese steered 
clear of Banda and concentrated their spice-gathering 
efforts further north at Ternate, and despite its small 
population Banda remained defiantly independent 
until 1621. The Dutch commander Coen, weary of 
trying to negotiate with so many, then deployed a 
powerful fleet to massacre, exile or enslave all its 
15,000 inhabitants and turn Banda into a Company- 
owned nutmeg estate worked by slaves (Villiers 
[1981]; Hanna [1978]).

A more frequent device to maintain a quasi-olig- 
archic system giving security to the orangkaya was to 
place a woman on the throne. The Malay-speaking 
city-states in fact mark a period exceptionally 
favourable to female rule, even by the standards of 
Austronesians, probably the ethno-linguistic family 
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historically most prepared to grant political leadership 
to women. Despite its “age of commerce” in the 
fifteenth-seventeenth centuries being also marked by 
a rise of centralising states and of world religions 
generally hostile to female leadership, Southeast Asia 
produced a plethora of queens at that time. Women 
were on the thrones of Pasai in 1405-34; Majapahit 
(Java) in 1427-47; Palembang (Sumatra) c. 1430-40; 
Vietnam in 1442-53; Pegu (Burma) in 1453-72; 
Ternate in 1521-35; Japara (Java) c.1550-75;25 Patani 
in 1584-C.1700; Banten (Java) in 1600-05; Sukadana 
(Borneo) in 1608-22; Jambi (Sumatra) in 1630-55; 
Kelantan (Malaya) in 1610-71; Aceh (Sumatra) in 
1641-99 and Solor (Lesser Sundas) c. 1650-70. In 
most cases (particularly Java, Burma and Patani/ 
Kelantan), these periods of female rule coincided with 
cosmopolitan trade-friendly regimes and with the 
most active period for these states in international 
commerce. In the cases of Pasai, Palembang, Patani, 
Kelantan, Aceh and Solor successive women were 
placed on the throne in a pattern which had to be 
deliberate. Most of these states and traditions never 
subsequently favoured female rulers.26

Of these interesting examples, Pasai, Ternate, Pa
tani, Kelantan and Sukadana were part of the world of 
Malay-speaking city-states which is my subject, while 
Jambi, Palembang and Aceh interacted closely with it. 
We know relatively little about some of the queens. 
The story of Pasai, as told by Chinese visitors, was 
similar to that of Japara - a widowed queen de
manding vengeance for her murdered husband-king, 
and in this case promising to marry anyone who did 
the job.27 It is plausible to see Pasai and Palembang 
sharing with Japara the pattern of an indigenous 
princess marrying a rich foreign merchant (probably 
Chinese in these cases) and ruling somewhat in his 
interests.

The queens of Patani and Aceh are, however, the 
best known, and in these cases there is no doubt that 
an orangkaya oligarchy deliberately decided that a 
succession of female rulers was the best guarantee 
against arbitrary tyranny and vainglorious warfare. 
These two city-states were important entrepôts, Patani 
being one of the major bases for Chinese traders and 
Aceh for South and West Asian traders in Southeast 
Asia. Patani was particularly complex ethnically, with 
Malay the dominant language and court culture, but 
Chinese, Thais and Javanese each almost as important 
as Malay-speakers in the life of the city. In the 1560s 
there was an important influx of over 2,000 Chinese 
traders, dismissed as “pirates” by the Ming court, dis
approving of unfilial Chinese who settled perma

nently in Southeast Asia. They greatly increased 
Patani’s population and trade, and no doubt con
tributed to the reaction against male rule altogether, 
after an uneasy period (1564-84) when one tyrannical 
Sultan was killed in campaigning against Siam and 
two of his successors met violent deaths at their sub
jects’ hands (Reid [1988-93] I: 170-1; II: 211-12). 
Foreign accounts suggest that the leading orangkaya 
then deliberately put the daughter of an earlier ruler 
on the throne:

It is said that its people were weary of obeying 
kings who maltreated them, and shook off their 
yoke. Having forced him who was reigning to 
descend from the throne, they put in his place a 
princess, to whom they gave the title of Queen 
without giving her its authority.28

That report was written towards the end of the long 
period of female rule; the initial motivation may have 
been rather as the Patani chronicle had it: “there were 
no sons left [after much blood-letting] - there re
mained only daughters. Raja Ijau was then installed, 
and she was the first to become queen here in this 
country of Patani.”29 But an early Dutch visitor found 
that this first queen “has reigned very peaceably with 
her councillors ... so that all the subjects consider her 
government better than that of the dead king. For all 
the necessities are very cheap here now, whereas in 
the King’s time (so they say) they were dearer by half, 
because of the great exactions which then occurred.”30

The early accounts of this first queen’s rule cer
tainly do not show a figurehead, but rather an Eliza
bethan kind of referee among the aristocracy, playing 
them effectively against one another and ensuring that 
all paid her ultimate deference. The chronicle and the 
foreign visitors both acknowledged the prominence of 
great orangkaya such as the Bendahara, Datu Besar, 
Datu Laksamana, Orangkaya Seri Maharaja and 
Orangkaya Serinara, including at least one rich female 
orangkaya. The Dutch report indicates that the palace 
continued to be filled with women as was the pattern 
under male sultans, but they were considerably freer. 
They were forbidden to marry, “but sleep with whom 
they please” until or unless they were given in mar
riage by the Queen (Ibidem). In 1616, as she lay on 
her deathbed, the English factor noted that “the poorer 
sort stand in great fear of the great men”,31 suggesting 
that the oligarchs had developed a regime to their 
liking, where property laws were strictly enforced and 
foreign trade flourished. With each subsequent re
placement of one queen with another, in 1616, 1624, 
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1636 and subsequent occasions increasingly difficult 
to track, the queen did become weaker and more of a 
figurehead. By 1694, when both European and Malay 
sources have ceased to be very helpful about a 
declining Patani, a Chinese captain could report as if 
the queenship had been transformed into a spiritual 
symbol of the monarchy.

Since olden days only a woman can become the 
ruler of Patani. Unlike other countries, however, the 
queenship is not hereditary. It is possible for a 
future queen to be bom not only among noble 
families but even in the house of a commoner. Once 
it becomes known that a future queen has been 
conceived and bom with the auspicious signs of an 
extraordinary nature which eventually will prove to 
be the indubitable indication of royalty, then all the 
population will welcome her as their queen ... The 
Queen of Patani is expected to strictly maintain her 
virginity throughout her life.32

Commercial Organisation
Like the medieval and early modern Italian city-states 
described by Epstein {supra Til-93}, the Malay 
negeri made possible some crucial commercial inno
vations because they provided homes to interlocked 
networks of merchants. We know most about Melaka 
at its height around 1500, because of careful 
Portuguese descriptions as well as surviving Malay 
commercial codes. There was a developed form of 
commenda, whereby goods or capital were entrusted 
to travelling merchants and shippers by financiers 
who remained at home:

“If I am a merchant in Melaka and give you, the 
owner of a junk, a hundred cruzados of merchandise 
at the price then ruling in Melaka, assuming the risk 
myself, on the return [from Java] they give me a hun
dred and forty and nothing else, and the payment is 
made, according to the Melaka ordinance, forty-four 
days after the arrival of the junk in port.”33

Other types of contract were also defined in the 
codes, including one where the merchant or his agent 
travelled with the ship and paid the shipowner a 
percentage of the value of his merchandise.

The most financially sophisticated networks of the 
sixteenth century were Hindu merchant castes such as 
the South Indian Chettiars and the Gujarati Sharafs, 
whose activities were noted by Portuguese and Malay 
sources in both Pasai and Melaka. Castanheda thought 
them the richest traders in the world.34 The trust 
between these mercantile networks made possible a 

system of letters of credit (hundi), which could be 
exchanged throughout the Indian Ocean ports where 
such merchants were settled. Gujarati Muslims were 
more numerous and widespread in the negeri, and 
were indispensable financial brokers for any who did 
business there. An able Florentine merchant visited 
Melaka with one of the first Portuguese fleets, and 
noted that the Gujarati brokers he found there were 
“astute and clever merchants, as good as us in all 
business matters, their cargo ledgers with their lists of 
bales taken and discharged are all in perfection”.35

That these techniques spread to other mercantile 
communities is clear from the Malay commercial or 
maritime code itself, and from early European 
descriptions of the interdependence of Malay and 
Javanese shippers with Indian and local financiers.36 
Commercial contracts were being carefully written on 
palm-leaf and paper in Malay and Javanese, because 
they had to bind members of these various communi
ties together. Although it is difficult to find imper
sonal banking institutions, there was an established 
system of credit, whereby Indian financiers and local 
rulers and officials offered loans at two percent 
interest a month to the most favoured clients (Reid 
[1988-93] II: 109-10).

Slave and Free; Insider and Outsider
It is safe to say that all the Malay-speaking city-states 
relied on a captive labour force of slaves, for the most 
part recruited from outside through purchase or con
quest. In the dichotomy I find useful for Southeast 
Asian slavery, the city-states were firmly in the camp 
of the “open” slave systems, for which slavery was a 
means of incorporating labour into an expanding 
system, and manumission was frequent. Barros re
ported that “You will not find a native Malay, however 
poor he be, who will lift on his own back his own 
goods or those of another, however much he be paid 
for it. All their work is done by slaves.” Where land 
was abundant, fixed assets vulnerable, and labour in 
relatively short supply, it was seen as common sense 
to invest primarily in slaves. A Chinese report noted 
of Melaka that “they say that it is better to have slaves 
than to have land, because slaves are a protection to 
their masters” (Cited in Reid [1988-93] I: 129-30).

The majority of the slaves of Melaka, Pasai, Patani 
and Brunei appear to have been imported rather than 
seized in battle. Though all engaged in some raiding 
on the hunter-gatherers of their immediate hinterland, 
these city-states grew rich by trade rather than con
quest. To Melaka slaves were traded from eastern 
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Sumatra, Palembang, Sunda (west Java), Madura and 
Balambangan (east Java), west Borneo, Bali and the 
eastern Indonesian islands.37 The largest community 
of slaves in Melaka, Patani and Brunei in the sixteenth 
century appear to have been Javanese, not only pur
chased but also brought to these cities in the retinue of 
the great merchants who made their base there. The 
leading Javanese trader of pre-Portuguese Melaka, 
Utama Diraja (Utimutiraja of the Portuguese), was 
said to have control of thousands of Javanese slaves, 
who provided much of the city’s skilled workforce.38

When the Portuguese took over Melaka, they 
attempted to replicate the indigenous slave system by 
taking over the royal slaves for state building projects, 
and also buying or hiring slaves in the market. They 
were however surprised by the relative indulgence 
and autonomy the slaves expected. One Portuguese 
captain complained: “Melaka is a place like no other 
... One has to take care of everything: of the slave, to 
rear his son; to provide him with clothing for his wife 
and for himself; one has to pamper him so that he does 
not run away from Your Majesty” (Cited in Manguin 
[1983] 209). The costs of labour recorded by Euro
pean observers were surprisingly high, around ten 
times a subsistence wage calculated in the amount of 
rice it could buy (Manguin [1983] 209-15; Reid 
[1988-93] I: 129-31). The labour market of these 
cities was in fact a slave market, and the high costs 
were those of hiring slaves from their owner. But state 
control was limited over oligarchs who might entice 
each other’s slaves away, while both the jungle and 
the harbour offered opportunities for runaways. The 
code of Melaka specified that slaves who escaped by 
sea to another negeri could not be reclaimed, while 
the only way to recover slaves who fled by land was 
to pay a ransom to the person who found them, a 
larger amount for those who had fled further away.39 
Hence the slave owners could not afford to be harsh:

in my opinion slavery is more tolerable in this place 
[Aceh], than in any other place of my knowledge, 
for they are not burdened with chains, unless they 
have given the impression that they wish to escape, 
or to rebel against those who have them in charge; 
in eight days he [the king] leaves them four to work 
for their own profit, in whatever work they favour; 
so they owe the other four days to the service of the 
king in such work as he wishes to employ them 
on.40

Two further points need to be made which distinguish 
this kind of negeri slavery from the pattern more 

familiar in Europe. Firstly the legal and philosophical 
boundary dividing slave from free was less well 
developed than in Greece, let alone the modern Amer
icas. The largest city-states such as Melaka, driven by 
the example of Islamic law and the needs of property 
management, were beginning to develop law codes 
about slaves, but they continued to be called by a 
variety of names indicating a wide variety of forms of 
bondage. I have argued that Melaka and some of its 
urban successors began to generate the creative con
trast slave versus free, quite independently of any 
western influence.41 Nevertheless this distinction 
marked a brief pinnacle of urban life, and never 
escaped from the wide variation in types of personal 
bondage within which it was embedded.

Secondly, slaves tended to be processed from 
outsiders to insiders through incorporation into the 
dominant religion and ethos. Insiders too could enter a 
state of debt-bondage which was conceptually not 
distinguished from slavery, but these were probably a 
minority in relatively privileged service of the large 
households. The Malay-speaking Islamic civilisation 
of the negeri was an expansive one which readily 
incorporated outsiders of any ethnicity, chiefly 
through the devices of Islamization and the lingua 
franca of Malay. Manumission must frequently have 
been part of this process of incorporation, since the 
Melaka law code gives abundant examples of the 
status of a freedman and the manner of resolving con
flicts about manumission.42 Although Malay sources 
never refer to the slave origins of elite figures, Euro
peans occasionally did so. From Pires we learn that 
the grandfather of Melaka’s laksamana (admiral) had 
been a heathen slave from Palembang who served an 
earlier Melaka ruler, but eventually “turned Moor”.43 
Alexander Hamilton tells of a man aged about 40 
whom he met in Aceh in 1694, born in the Andaman 
(’’cannibal”) islands, but captured and enslaved by 
Nicobar islanders when he had participated in a 
raiding expedition aged about 10. “After he had 
continued so three or four years, he was carried to 
Atcheen [Aceh] to be sold for cloth, knives and 
tobacco, which are the commodities most wanting on 
the Nicobars. The Atcheeners being Mahometans, this 
boy’s patron bred him up in that religion, and some 
years after his master dying, gave him his freedom”. 
The boy then became a prosperous trader between 
Aceh and his homeland, though markedly un
successful in his attempts to spread Islam in the 
Andamans.44

The slaves who were distinct enough to be noticed 
by foreign visitors were those who had not lost their 
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outsider status. As a Persian visitor noted of Aceh, 
“These slaves are drawn from every nation and race”.45 
This diversity, together with the hope of eventual 
advancement and emancipation from their patron, 
stood in the way of any self-consciousness as a dis
tinct oppressed class. But in Melaka in the years 
before its fall in 1511, and Patani in the early 1600s, 
there do seem to have been a large enough number of 
Javanese slaves and dependents to have this effect. A 
slave revolt developed in Patani in 1613 when one of 
the Malay-ized oligarchs (orangkaya) killed the 
leader of his Javanese slaves after interrogating him 
about a reported conspiracy to kill the slave-owning 
orangkaya. The Javanese slaves burned virtually the 
whole town and then made their escape towards the 
north.46

The “insider” group in Patani at this point was a 
particularly fragile minority, given the importance of 
Chinese, Javanese, Japanese and Siamese mercantile 
groups. The Malay city-states under discussion were 
markedly plural, with the Malay-speaking Muslim 
elite identified with the ruling group probably a 
minority in all cases. But to read the Malay chronicles 
one might hardly be aware of the “outsiders” except 
as transient traders. Only by consulting Portuguese 
sources do we discover that several of the key figures 
in the Sejarah Melayu (“Malay annals”) were of Java
nese, Sino-Javanese or Indian background, assimi
lating upward into the ruling group as they gained in 
influence in the port. The strong Javanese presence in 
Melaka is also implicitly confirmed by extensive pas
sages of Javanese quoted in the Sejarah Melayu as if 
readers were expected to understand them. One of the 
other important Melaka texts, the Undang-undang 
Laut (Maritime Code) appears to have been drawn up 
in Malay by a Javanese-dominated committee of 
prominent merchants (Reid [1992] 199-200).

The picture given by the Portuguese is that negeri 
such as Melaka suffered militarily from their plur
alism, since loyalties were fragmented and only the 
minority malayos (Malays) could be counted on to 
fight with the king. On the other hand, this pluralism 
was essential to the functioning of the city-state; for
eign merchants were free to trade and accumulate 
wealth, and only if they “entered Malayness” (masuk 
Melayu) could they constitute a threat to the king in 
danger of his jealous wrath. The porousness of the 
Malay insider category was another source of 
strength. People of every origin were coopted into the 
category, becoming Muslim and speaking Malay, but 
the price of this was involvement in the affairs of the 
court and loyalty to its often fickle raja.

Between the insider court cultures of the various 
negeri there was an acceptance of common culture, 
within which texts, poets and Islamic scholars circu
lated. Relations between their rajas were often tense 
precisely because they competed in the same world. 
Within the constant theatre of their own courts, each 
wanted to be seen receiving tribute or homage from 
other negeri, not giving it. The Melaka chronicle con
tains a revealing example of the games that were 
played, when Melaka sent an envoy to the older but 
weaker negeri of Pasai. It was usual for the royal letter 
to be given more honour than its carrier, and to be 
ushered into the palace where it would be read aloud 
by an official of the court. But having experienced too 
often the comforting fiction whereby court officials 
exaggerated the flowery terms and read greetings 
from an equal or superior as homage from a younger 
brother, Melaka decided to send no letter but only an 
envoy who had learned by heart its contents. When 
asked “where is the letter? let us take it in procession,” 
he replied “I am the letter; take me in procession”.47

The End of the City-States
As suggested above, the particular prominence of the 
city-state form in Southeast Asia had a beginning and 
an end. Its end was associated with the rise of Euro
pean power, though not always in a direct fashion. 
Melaka (1511), Manila (1571) and Banda (1621) were 
indeed conquered and occupied by Europeans, while 
Pasai, Brunei and Ternate were directly affected by 
them. But the more fundamental new elements which 
entered Southeast Asia in the sixteenth century and 
peaked in the seventeenth were the assets which guns 
and trade wealth brought to centralising kings, and the 
heightened military competition for trade monopolies 
which the Europeans introduced.

Aceh, at the tip of northwest Sumatra, was sympto
matic of this process though I have treated it as an 
ambivalent part of the city-state world. It expanded 
from being a minor negeri around 1500 to conquer its 
rival negeri of the northern Sumatran coast - Pidië 
(Portuguese Pedir), Pasai, Perlak and Daya - between 
1520 and 1524. It was enabled to do so because the 
Portuguese had conquered Melaka and severely dis
rupted Pidië and Pasai. A host of disgruntled Muslim 
shippers were alienated enough to throw their money 
and arms behind any power which could protect them 
against the Portuguese. For most of the sixteenth cen
tury Aceh could be considered still to be a forced con
federation of city-states, as Pasai and Pidië retained 
some of their autonomous negeri character under 
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Aceh control. The long struggle against Portuguese 
Melaka, and then against other more effective monop
olists in the form of the Dutch, nevertheless led Aceh 
in a more absolutist direction. Two ruthless rulers in 
the period 1589-1636 produced a centralised state 
powerful enough to conquer a variety of other negeri 
on the Peninsula, to seek to monopolise pepper-sales, 
and to dominate its hinterland in a manner radically 
different from the city-states. A similar process on the 
part of Siam led to the conquest and demise of Patani. 
One of the Java city-states, Jakarta, was conquered by 
the Dutch in 1619, but the majority were absorbed by 
an expansive Mataram in the period 1615-25.

For the two centuries when the city-state was the 
dominant form of Southeast Asia’s “empty centre”, 
however, a distinctly urban culture was developed in 
the Malay idiom. This culture was innovative and 
dynamic in the manner of trade-oriented city-states in 
the Mediterranean or northwestern Europe. It was 
held together by a tense kind of “peer polity interac
tion”,48 whereby each negeri needed others as trading 
partners but competed with them fiercely for status 
and for trade. The negeri were not militarily strong 
enough to withstand the pressures of European naval 
power and more absolutist indigenous state forms. 
These city-states represented a crucial stage in South
east Asian history, though by reason of the nature of 
their passing, their heritage proved more profound in 
the area of religion, literature and culture than in that 
of commercial and political structures.
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A Regional Explanation of the Tai Miiang as a City-State1

Richard A. O’Connor

Is the Tai city-state, the miiang, a unique historical 
form or a recurring natural one? That is the choice that 
divides the humanities from the sciences. It would 
have us study the Tai city-state either in itself wholist- 
ically or in relation to universals reductively. I reject 
that polarity. On the one hand, the miiang is as much 
the creator of Tai culture as its creation. Invoking Tai 
“culture” in itself is thus no explanation. On the other 
hand, universals do not explain the miiang's critical 
features. As comparison with the Malay city-state will 
show, the miiang is a response to specifically regional 
rather than universal conditions. My paper thus argues 
that the miiang must be understood regionally, not just 
locally or globally. Understanding a region is a histor
ical and comparative project.

Anthropology today is leery of comparison. A dis
cipline that arose by fitting all the world’s peoples into 
a single volume on, say, magic or matriarchy, is now 
happiest studying each people or place “in its own 
terms.” We do self-righteously local fieldwork. What 
changed our style? We were pushed and pulled out of 
comparison. The push was revulsion at comparison’s 
abuse. Diffusionists and evolutionists were equally 
bad. By ignoring context each managed to create evi
dence to confirm their theories. The pull was the 
attraction of fieldwork. It gave us authority, not to 
mention an impressive rite of passage, but it got us 
imagining that each field site made sense by itself. It 
cannot. Culture comes into consciousness compara
tively (Boon [1990]). All explanation requires at least 
implicit comparison (Peel [1987] 89) so that even 
anthropologists who would study a culture “in its own 
terms” typically end up comparing it to a text or dis
course (Parkin [1987]).

Our task, situating the Tai miiang in a volume com
paring thirty different city-state cultures, requires a 
series of comparisons. I begin by relating the miiang 
to Tai culture comparatively and then I move progres
sively outward to Malay, Southeast Asian and global 
comparisons. My analysis unfolds in four steps. First, 
I describe the miiang's historical career and cultural 
shape. Second, using features identified in the first 
step, I describe another Southeast Asian city-state, the 

Malay negeri. Miiang and negeri prove to be so sim
ilar that my third step explains their similarities as 
independent responses to similar regional conditions. 
What explains those conditions? My fourth step 
suggests that the spread of agriculture and then the 
rise of temple-states, two earlier waves of change, 
created a region where the city-state prospered as an 
entrepreneurial third wave of change. I conclude that 
seeing states and peoples as regional constructions is 
necessary to escaping nationalist histories and their 
tautologies of race, culture and ethnicity.

The Tai Miiang
“Tai” identifies the large family of peoples (Siamese, 
Lao, Shan, Lue and many others) who live largely in 
Thailand, Laos and the contiguous upland edges of 
South China, Vietnam, Burma and Assam (Fig. I).2 
One Tai people, the Siamese, established the polity 
that grew into Thailand. As a nation state, Thailand’s 
diverse citizens are all “Thai.” Judging by language, 
the Tai date back roughly two thousand years (Gedney 
[19891 191) to a wet rice niche (Chamberlain [1986] 
6) in South China or northern Vietnam. Judging by 
culture, the Tai peoples are a late offspring of South 
China’s Neolithic. Caught between powerful states, 
these wet rice cultivators became recognizably Tai 
when they organized politically in miiang, presum
ably to secure a niche and protection. That ethno
genesis, quite possibly a reaction to a Han civilizing 
project (Harrell [1995] 6), might well be analogous to 
how “[t]he small states of Greece emerged together, 
pulling each other up by the bootstraps” in what Ren
frew ([1986] 11) calls peer polity interaction. Early in 
the first millennium A.D., Chinese and Vietnamese 
expansion along the Red River split this Tai homeland 
to create northern and southwestern Tai groups. The 
southwestern Tai went on to create the miiang that 
concern us here.

A miiang was, as Hansen (supra 19) defines a city- 
state, “a micro-state composed of one town with its 
immediate hinterland.” The word miiang itself could 
refer to a city alone or a city together with the hinter- 
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land that it ruled. Ritually each miiang created its own 
people although that identity was neither fixed nor 
exclusive. Müang was the only indigenous word for 
both city or town and state, making no distinction 
between them. Culturally every miiang was a state, 
although as in much of Asia (Rudolph [1987]) lesser 
states were within greater ones. Indeed, using the 
metaphor of an umbrella, Papet ([1997] 220) suggests 
three tiers of miiang within miiang. Each had what 
Hansen {supra 18) calls “internal sovereignty” and 
neatly fits the city-state defined as a “self governing 
community, not necessarily an independent and 
autonomous state.”

In their heyday miiang must have numbered into 
the thousands. Wyatt ([1984a] 34) characterizes a 
chronicle as seeing a Tai world “dotted with innumer
able miiang” and even into the nineteenth century the 
Shan state of Hsenwi, itself a miiang, had 49 miiang as 
substates (Leach [1970] 6). To be a miiang, what mat
tered was not size but the political and ritual fact of 
governing a territory. Little is known about their pop
ulation. In the seventeenth century the largest miiang, 
Ayutthaya, had perhaps 200,000 people (Reid [1993] 
70-3), but that reflects the consolidation that had 
already begun to end the era of miiang. A few great 
cities aside, an ordinary miiang's population as a town 
likely numbered in the thousands. Thanks to Grabow
sky (1998) we have a reasonably complete picture of 
Miiang Sing, a Tai Lue principality situated in a small 
rice plain (10 to 12 miles in length, 4 to 6 miles in 
breadth) in what is today northern Laos. In the late 
nineteenth century, depopulated from endemic war 
and raiding, the town itself had shrunk to just under a 
thousand people and its surrounding villages held just 
twice that number again. Were Miiang Sing granted its 
surrounding valleys, Grabowsky ([1998] 8 n. 2) esti
mates a territory of 14,000 square kilometers with 
42,000 subjects.

As a town, a miiang was a settlement physically 
clustered around a ruler’s house and situated amid a 
rice plain that it ruled. A wall was not necessary 
although the town itself was ritually bounded space. 
Many early Tai settlements had triple ramparts with 
moats (Gosling [1991] 22) although nineteenth cen
tury Miiang Sing had only a surrounding ditch and 
mud wall, making a square roughly 800 meters to a 
side (Grabowsky [1998] 21). The idea of a miiang 
stressed its ruler’s house, a shrine to the palladial 
spirit of the miiang (phimiiang) and, for the Buddhist 
Tai, one or more monumental temples (wat) housing a 
palladial Buddha relic or image. Many miiang were 
on trade routes (Leach [1970] 38) and most if not all 

must have had a market. In thirteenth-century Sukho- 
thai, one of the first great miiang, the market was out
side the city wall and apparently was a permanent 
covered facility as opposed to an open-air temporary 
market (Prasert and Griswold [1992] 275 n. 89).

We might analyze the miiang in many ways, but in 
the interests of comparison I shall initially distinguish 
the miiang's historical career from its cultural shape. 
By “historical career” I mean the developmental se
quence whereby these city-states arose in hinterlands, 
spread widely and rapidly, and then, in an inter-urban 
efflorescence, established urban and religious legacies 
that still structure their successor states and peoples. 
By “cultural shape” I mean the configuration that 
placed the miiang in relation to Tai culture. Unfortu
nately, as anthropology has no sure way to charac
terize even a contemporary culture, reconstructing an 
earlier one is an uncertain practice. In this risky but 
necessary procedure, I largely follow Condominas 
(1990), its most skilled practitioner. Using historical 
clues and ethnographic evidence, he identifies an 
indigenous Tai culture from the pattern of its later 
expressions.3

Historical Career. We do not know when the 
miiang first appeared but its crystallization was inte
gral to the wide and rapid spread of the Tai peoples 
that dates from perhaps the seventh or eighth century 
(Wyatt [1984a] 6; Papet [1997] 221). This essentially 
entrepreneurial dispersion (O’Connor [1996] 80-2) 
testifies to Tai skill in growing wet rice (O’Connor 
[1995a]) and the miiang's political effectiveness in 
organizing colonial groups that assimilated earlier 
peoples while securing wet rice land and trading sites. 
Condominas ([1990] 31) and Terwiel ([1981] 4) call 
this a conquest, an interpretation Leach ([1970] 39) 
flatly rejects. Indeed, by my reading the evidence 
strongly favors Coedes’ ([1968] 189) “gradual infil
tration.” Surely armed intimidation or even battle had 
their moments, but the Tai spread as political entrepre
neurs and wet rice specialists, not conquerors.

By the thirteenth century Tai miiang were scattered 
all across northern Southeast Asia. An arc of petty 
miiang stretched from Vietnam’s upland valleys to the 
upper reaches of Assam’s Brahmaputra river. Each 
miiang constituted its own people, but alliances and 
confederations were common (Rispaud [1937]). So 
was movement between miiang. In their dispersed yet 
interconnected world, a peer polity culture (cf. Ren
frew and Cherry [1986]) arose between these scat
tered miiang. As that inter-urban culture strengthened 
or even established a larger Tai identity, it spread 
Theravada Buddhism to those Tai who, living on the 
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peripheries of Angkor and Pagan’s empires, had 
already begun Indianization (Wyatt [1984a] 20-21). 
For these Tai, being Buddhist became integral to 
being Tai.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the Siamese 
Tai capital of Ayutthaya and Burma’s Toungoo 
Dynasty began to subordinate petty müang to their 
larger imperial designs. Even so, within the Siamese 
sphere of influence, the relative autonomy of petty 
müang remained as provincial practice or hinterland 
polity until the end of the nineteenth century. Today 
müang can mean nation as well as city. Its life as a 
city-state is long gone but its legacies live on in Thai
land’s Buddhist society and some aspects of Thai 
political practice.

Cultural Shape. Were we to abstract the müang's 
cultural shape from its historical career, it would be 
defined by the set of similarities, differences and 
shared assumptions that placed this city-state in rela
tion to the larger whole we might call Tai culture.

Society-defining Similarities: The müang was an 
analog of the village (han) and house (Juian) or house
hold (Condominas [1990]; O’Connor [1990]). Each 
was a center that could be equated with a leader or 
shrine. Each was also a ritually bounded physical 
space that acted as a container whose human contents 
constituted a group. Tai society was not the sum of its 
ever-changing individuals but the enduring reality of 
its containers and centers. In these society-consti
tuting metaphors, the müang was just like the village 
and household.

Müang-distinguishing Differences. Against these 
metaphorical similarities were three mwáwg-defining 
differences. First, the müang was a third tier of society 
that encompassed the village and house as second and 
first tiers. In ideology, size and eminence, the müang 
was superior to the other two. Second, a müang pre
sumed a chao or ruler who was properly of royal 
blood. A chao protected and governed his people and, 
at least for some Tai, had privileged access to the 
müang's spirit that protected and fertilized the land. 
Third, the müang was a political sphere that governed 
people and stood quite apart from the everyday rice
growing life of villages and households. Governing 
exerted power coercively while growing rice nurtured 
life cooperatively. These two activities were radically 
different and largely unconnected. Overall, “rule” and 
“rice” were symbolically, structurally and function
ally incompatible (O’Connor [1996] 72-77).4

Unifying Political Assumptions. While these three 
mwa/7g-defining differences crosscut what the society-

Fig. 1. The map represents Tai majority areas in the mid 20th 
century and can only roughly approximate Tai settlement in the era 
of müang. Tai areas are taken from the maps by Lehar et al. (1964) 
and Levy-Ward et al. (1988).

constituting metaphors connected, the whole was uni
fied by the understanding that groups and individuals 
were highly mobile beings that could come and go 
rather freely. Calling this the “freedom to contract 
anew,” Hanks ([1962] 1250-1, 1257) observed that 
“the right to affiliate with another” extended to all 
people and every relationship. To be sure, honoring 
the authority of a leader meant denying an autonomy 
that most followers nonetheless had. In effect, de
pendence was displayed until independence was exer
cised. As a consequence of these fluid social condi
tions, the müang operated under what we may some
what arbitrarily distinguish as three largely political 
assumptions.

First, like the household and village, a müang was a 
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largely voluntary association of what we might call 
citizens (Prasert and Griswold [1992] 675-98; Wyatt 
[1984b]) or free peasants (Condominas [1990]) and 
their second tier groups. Calling the polity “volun
tary” sounds naive, especially when earlier and later 
states were coercive, but choice was built-in and 
openly acknowledged. In the late thirteenth century 
the earliest Tai inscription (Prasert and Griswold 
[1992] 241-90) is a royal proclamation that virtually 
advertises for followers and seems to assume choice. 
Certainly it assumes lesser leaders can choose their 
affiliation and that a prosperous and justly governed 
müang will attract citizens. Moreover, as Condominas 
([1990] 63) observes, it is worth “stressing the active 
participation of the pay [free peasants]... in decisions 
concerning the community. In effect, the autonomy of 
the ban [village] ... is expressed by the recognition 
that emigration to another muong is possible when 
disagreement between the lord and the group is too 
strong ... .” Indeed, the right to choose one’s superior 
and the freedom to leave appear to have been integral 
to how the müang, village and household all func
tioned.5 Quite apart from leaving physically, a person 
could opt out socially by becoming a slave. Not sur
prisingly, an early law code restricted slavery, saying 
“Citizens are rare and should not be wasted [by 
allowing them to become slaves]” (Prasert and Gris
wold [1992] 691). Judging by later times, yet another 
escape was to farm the hills rather than paddy land. A 
hill farmer had no corvée obligations (Condominas 
[1990] 60; Durrenberger and Tannenbaum [1990] 4- 
5), although giving up wet rice must have meant even
tually losing one’s identity as Tai. A müang was thus 
also a voluntary association of free farmers who chose 
to meet the obligation of being Tai.

Second, the müang functioned as a joint enterprise 
whose members expected a reasonable return on their 
social investment. In that earliest inscription the king 
says his land is bountiful, trading is open to all and 
property is secure. In the aforementioned law code, 
another müang'’s ruler promises to protect property 
from seizure and extortion. Judging by upland Viet
nam, the free peasants who built the chao's house and 
supplied his household expected hospitality and 
beneficence in return (Bourlet [1906]). True, this 
“reciprocity” may have been one-sided, greatly 
favoring the chao, but then the müang''s analogs - the 
village and household - did in fact typically operate as 
voluntary associations that shrank or grew by their 
ability to benefit their members. Quite apart from 
these everyday practices, the müang was also consti
tuted as what we might call a commonwealth by its 

defining ritual (the ruler performed rites for the 
common good), its likely origin (a colonizing group 
settled new land, taking risks in hopes of rewards) and 
the principle that the community owned the land and 
parceled it out by local standards (Condominas [1990] 
56; O’Connor [1995a] 977-78).

Third, a müang oriented its inner workings toward 
outside adaptive conditions. We might attribute this 
realism to the fact that ineffective leaders eventually 
lost their followers. As a more or less voluntary asso
ciation held together by benefits, the müang kept its 
integrity by responding readily to external conditions. 
Moreover, like its household and village analogs, a 
müang saw itself as “one among many”, not the 
“center of it all.” A group prospered by making deals 
with outsiders, not confronting or ignoring them. 
After all, whether spirits or humans, today’s outsiders 
might be tomorrow’s insiders or allies. Just as house
holds cooperated to grow rice in local groupings, so 
too did müang confederates (Rispaud [1937]) in what 
Condominas ([1990] 38) calls “a constant feature of 
Thai political formations.”

A First Approximation: Our two sets of three fea
tures are only a first approximation. Will the six 
reduce to three? Might they double to twelve? I 
cannot say and, given their heuristic purposes, it does 
not particularly matter. What I can say is that the six 
are non-trivial and internally consistent features that 
embed the müang and Tai “culture” in each other. And 
what does matter is that we now have some reason
ably apt characteristics to place the müang in a still 
larger comparative context.

Were we seeking laws, we would now compare the 
müang directly to a historically unrelated case like the 
Greek polis. That would be premature. The prior task 
is to situate the müang regionally. The next section 
thus focuses on another Southeast Asian city-state, the 
Malay negeri.

Comparing Malay Negeri and Tai Müang
In this volume Reid (417-29) describes the negeri's 
heyday and decline, and so I need only sketch its 
antecedents and align the Malay case with the Tai one 
for comparison. I shall thus introduce the Malay as I 
did the Tai and then describe the negeri's historical 
career and frame its cultural shape in relation to the 
müang.*3

Identified by their language, the Malay are a 
Malayo-Polynesian people in the vast Austronesian 
family. As Austronesians, the Malay are ultimately 
offspring of the South China Neolithic. Leaving the 
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mainland in the late fifth or the fourth millennium B. 
C., the Austronesian dispersion reached the Malay 
Peninsula in the first millennium B.C. (Bellwood 
[1997] 241; [1992] 102). Over the last 1,500 to 2,000 
years, in a later wave within this Austronesian tide, 
Malayic languages spread to the coastal and some 
inland areas of the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra and 
Borneo, where they displaced earlier languages and 
Malay became the lingua franca of trade (Benjamin 
[in press] n. 43). That linguistic change is entangled in 
the creation of negeri as “outward-looking, sea- 
linked, socially stratified kingdoms” (Benjamin [in 
press]) that fed on maritime trade passing through the 
region.

The NegerTs Historical Career. The long-distance 
trade that created negeri was heavily influenced by 
China’s politics and its trade policies (Wolters [1967], 
[1970]; Reid, supra 418-9). In the fourth century 
A.D., as trade linking South China to West Asia 
shifted from an overland to a sea route, Malay areas 
saw a political shift towards states. A state-making 
process, possibly involving peer polity interaction 
(Christie [1995] 271), culminated in the seventh
century creation of Srivajaya as “a pyramidal network 
of Malay rulers” (Taylor [1992] 174) solidified by the 
trading advantages of Chinese recognition. Later, 
changes in China appear to explain first the dis
solution of Srivajaya’s network and then the Malay 
re-consolidation at Melaka in the fifteenth century.

From the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, as Reid 
{supra 417-27) describes, an inter-urban culture of 
city-states flourished among the Malay negeri. Islam 
spread rapidly and became integral to this urban efflor
escence. Starting in the sixteenth century, in response 
to a more competitive environment (Reid, supra 419), 
stronger state forms began to undermine the negeri's 
local autonomy as a city-state. Today negeri only 
means state, but perhaps its most important legacies 
are the Islamic character of Malay society and 
Malaysia’s differentiation into commercial and polit
ical entrepreneurs.

The Negerfs Cultural Shape: Malay chronicles 
have no memory of Srivajaya (Taylor [1992] 173) and 
as this early negeri suggests Javanese rather than later 
Malay notions of power, I shall focus on the post-Sri- 
vajayan negeri. To facilitate comparison, I shall 
follow the six features that I used to characterize the 
miiang's cultural shape. Also, to situate these two 
city-states regionally, I shall contrast them to their 
predecessors and rivals, the Khmer and Javanese 
temple-states.

First, like the miiang, the negeri was a third tier 

social grouping. It presumed the relative autonomy of 
the household (first tier) and a local group or village 
(second tier). In relation to the other two tiers, the 
negeri was a distinct and complete whole. Lest that 
sound obvious, we cannot say the same for early 
Javanese and Khmer.7

Second, like the miiang, the negeri properly had a 
royal ruler or raja. He or she might only be a figure
head but the position remained nonetheless. Which 
royal claimant ruled could be hotly contested, but in 
the Peninsular Malay sultanates the principle of royal 
rule was so well accepted that out of more than four 
centuries of internal struggles, perhaps all but one dis
pute was in the name of some royal person (Khoo 
[1978]).8 Again, we need only look to the Khmer to 
see that a simple and accepted royalty/commoner dis
tinction was not inevitable.9

Third, like the miiang, the negeri was a specifically 
political domain, although it did not stand as distinctly 
apart from local life as the Tai state did in the rice/rule 
split. In Benjamin’s ([1985]; [n.d.-a] ch.2) analysis, 
“the ‘Malay’ tradition” aimed to combine the con
trary requirements of farming and forest collecting. 
Where “farming requires the joint cooperation of the 
men and women within the village sphere, . . . col- 
lecting-for-trade requires the dispersal of the men 
away from the village . . . .” The latter sphere”s extra
village links between males created a domain of poli
tics. Again, that contrasted to the temple states. Java
nese power (Anderson [1972]) and Khmer “men of 
prowess” (Wolters [1982]) obliterated any distinction 
between politics and the whole of life. Quite unlike 
these unitary notions of power, Drakard ([1990] 176) 
suggests that a tension between unity and duality or 
centralized autocratic rule and egalitarianism might 
better represent the Malay.

Fourth, like the miiang, the negeri was a largely 
voluntary association of first and second tier group
ings. We might attribute that to the ease of flight 
(Scott [1998]); to the essentially religious attraction of 
joining the ruler’s projects and winning his honors 
(Milner [1982]); or to the sheer difficulty of securing 
the good will of local chiefs, the cooperation of inland 
collectors and the loyalty of the raja's followers. By 
any of these explanations, coaxing or coopting would 
likely work better than coercion. Indeed, Reid’s obser
vation {supra 422) that the raja “ruled either in a 
counciliar fashion . . . or . . . rather briefly” suggests 
the rejection of authoritarian rule. Here again, we 
cannot say the same for Javanese and Khmer.

Fifth, like the miiang, the negeri operated largely as 
a mutually beneficial commonwealth for its politically 
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privileged members. Here too its origin and ongoing 
weakness appear critical: only by cooperating could 
the raja and local chiefs create a polity that could 
attract the foreign trade that would benefit them all 
(Wolters [1967], [1970]; Watson Andaya and Andaya 
[1982] 26). Javanese and Khmer inscriptions tell a 
different story: allocating and protecting private rights 
was the very nature of states that arose from temples 
(O’Connor [forthcoming-a]).

Sixth, even more than the müang, the negeri 
oriented its inner workings to outside adaptive 
conditions. Again, that was a condition of estab
lishing negeri, attracting trade, and keeping the foreign 
merchant community. To be sure, any entrepot 
must be outward-looking, but the negeri did in fact 
change internally to accommodate outsiders and 
outdo its rivals. In contrast to this “one among many” 
attitude, the temple-state operated as if it were still as 
it had begun, “the center of it all.” Benjamin (n.d.-b) 
characterizes Khmer and Javanese civilizations as 
“immanent cultural regimes,” orientations that do not 
“pay any serious attention to issues situated outside 
their own immediate concrete reality.”

A Regional Question. We have now placed the 
müang in its region, situating it alongside the negeri 
and apart from Khmer and Javanese. In all six features 
the negeri is similar to the müang and these similari
ties generally distinguish these city-states from neigh
boring temple-states.

What explains this pattern of similarities and differ
ences? It is too systematic to explain by chance, and 
the cases are too independent for common origin or 
simple borrowing to explain much. Is this the nature 
of city-states? Here again, leaping from the local to 
the universal would be premature. Having identified a 
regional pattern, we now need to see what it can 
explain.

Explaining the Müang and
Negeri's Similarities Regionally
Where earlier we sought only to characterize the 
müang and negeri, in this section we seek to explain 
those characteristics and the reasons for their simi
larity. To model how müang and negeri functioned as 
ongoing traditions, 1 shall treat them as paradigms.10 
That concept comes from Kuhn’s (1970) study of sci
entific change and Wallace’s (1978) work on tech
nology and social change. In my usage a paradigm 
begins when a group’s response to external adaptive 
conditions crystallizes to become its enduring inner 
principles (O’Connor [1995a]). A müang's “cultural 

shape” would thus embody its initial formative condi
tions. Once established, a paradigm has a life of its 
own. It does not adapt directly to external conditions 
but reinterprets (Herskovits [1973]; Hamer [1994]) its 
inner principles to accommodate adaptive needs. So, 
for example, an ambitious negeri that can no longer 
afford the voluntary participation of its beginnings 
neither denies choice nor demands servitude. Instead 
it reinterprets simple allegiance as character-defining 
loyalty (e.g. Milner [1982]).11 Using paradigms to 
study müang and negeri suggests four similar stages 
in their development: crystallization, dispersion, 
efflorescence and subjugation.

Crystallization - Establishing a Paradigm. When 
müang and negeri appear clearly in history, each 
already comes complete. To be sure, there would be 
many local adaptations, but from early on each city- 
state has the cultural shape it would keep for several 
centuries. That shape suggests müang and negeri 
crystallized as interstitial polities that began in 
sparsely populated and weakly organized hinterlands.

Interstitial Influences. Early müang arose in scat
tered mountain valleys between distant imperial cen
ters. Each valley was too small to create a great state 
and yet too valuable in rice and trade for outsiders to 
ignore. In this hinterland the müang prospered as an 
interstitial polity that mediated between local groups 
and the outside’s threats and opportunities. The Malay 
negeri was also an interstitial hinterland polity al
though it mediated between foreign traders and local 
collectors as well as between Malay leaders and the 
Chinese state. Just as China’s trade policy set the 
negeri’s economic climate, so too did Han border pol
itics define the müang’s political environment. Given 
these formative conditions, the ability of müang and 
negeri to orient their inner workings to outer condi
tions is not surprising.

Acceptance of royal rule appears to be a further 
consequence of adapting to this interstitial niche. Crit
ically significant outsiders - imperial powers, foreign 
merchants, their own Austroasiatic underlings - likely 
expected royal rule, or the stability and coherence it 
promised.12 Tai came out ahead if their “first among 
equals” were treated as ruler and outsiders could not 
play Tai against Tai. Were that pragmatic response to 
external conditions to persist until it was institutional
ized, we might expect the relatively unconflicted ac
ceptance of royal rule that we described earlier. That 
also fits royalty’s seemingly casual attitude toward 
legitimizing myths as well as the pattern of secondary 
state formation.

Secondary State Formation. For our purposes a 
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secondary state crystallizes as an adaptive response to 
a primary or at least prior state. In these terms a sec
ondary state is exogenous while a primary state is 
endogenous. As a new paradigm, a secondary state 
can appear quickly and function smoothly simply 
because it is a direct adaptation to the state-created 
conditions it must face. A primary state, on the other 
hand, arises slowly and remains embedded in earlier 
struggles and unyielding interests. It reinterprets an 
old pre-state paradigm to fit the new conditions that 
states create.

As secondary states, miiang and negeri may have 
arisen more out of consensus than conflict. Bypassing 
primary state struggles, their new paradigms aligned 
the state and society by creating the two together. That 
adaptive leap helps to explain the relative autonomy 
of miiang and negeri as third tier polities, as well as 
the clarity of their distinction from the second tier. We 
need only glance at Khmer or Javanese primary states 
to see polities that fought over the very distinctions 
that Tai and Malay polities accepted from the start. In 
particular, the Tai rice/rule split is exactly the disjunc
tion that secondary state formation would create but 
that primary state formation, by arising from an 
agrarian base, could only deny.

Hinterland Influences. Miiang and negeri both 
appear in sparsely settled hinterlands where, unlike a 
densely settled heartland, a state can succeed only by 
attracting people and resources that are otherwise dis
persed. Each arrives at a similar solution: a more or 
less voluntary commonwealth that pays off in com
merce for the Malay and, perhaps, protection and 
paddy land for the Tai. Were this their origin, 
attracting people and distributing benefits would have 
become societal values quite apart from any practical 
payoff.13 To be sure, every Southeast Asian state 
sought manpower, but in state-building we may at 
least tentatively distinguish the city-state’s strategy of 
attraction from the temple-state’s efforts at control.

Dispersion - Adaptation & Entrepreneurial Ex
pansion. Once established, miiang and negeri spread 
widely and relatively quickly. Expansion came spas
modically by cloning, not continuously by growth in 
size or complexity. By replicating their established 
cultural shapes, miiang and negeri went on to displace 
or subordinate a variety of prior peoples and other 
subsistence schemes. Their success testifies to adap
tive advantages that require external and internal 
explanations.

External Adaptive Conditions. Tai and Malay rose 
to regional prominence by filling an empty political 
niche. To be sure, the land was not always empty. 

Malay met and displaced or subordinated other Austro
nesians as well as Austroasiatics (Benjamin [n.d.-a]; 
Bellwood [1992]). Tai did the same to Austro- 
asiatic farmers (Izikowitz [1963]; Condominas [1990]). 
In the Tai case this was also a subsistence shift - an 
intensive wet rice specialization displaced the more 
broadly based extensive agriculture of earlier peoples 
(O’Connor [1995a]). As monocropping, the new sub
sistence may have been more precarious ecologically 
than the old, but the larger rice surplus made a hinter
land state possible and indeed necessary.14 Overall, 
the miiang and negeri’s major adaptive advantage in 
the hinterland was organizational: earlier peoples, 
being locally organized, lacked the size and strength 
to stop the entry of these state-making colonies.

Miiang and negeri filled and then expanded a polit
ical niche between already well-established states. In 
effect, these secondary frontier states exploited a 
niche that their more powerful primary state predeces
sors had not reached or could not master. What had 
restricted these earlier states? The agricultural intensi
fication that made temple-states possible arose around 
a fusion of ancestral spirits and chthonic forces (Mus 
[1975]) that sedentarized once highly mobile farmers 
(O’Connor [forthcoming-b]) and brought them under 
state control (Lehman [forthcoming]). In elaborating 
this localizing fertility cult, temple-states restricted 
not just their farmers’ mobility but their own expan
sion. Controlling new lands required massive invest
ment in temples. Such expansion was slow and, at 
least for the Khmer, ill-suited to many environments. 
Here Tai and Malay had distinct advantages. In their 
initial expansion, neither built massive temples and 
yet, judging by their rapid expansion, each had the 
religious self-confidence to settle where they liked. 
Apparently the locality spirits that bound earlier peo
ples to their villages and deterred settlement of new 
land did not impede the movement of Tai and Malay.

What were the newcomers’ other adaptive advan
tages? In matching Tai against Khmer or Malay 
against Javanese, the newcomers had significant ad
vantages in physical mobility, political flexibility, 
group solidarity and the acceptance of royal rule. The 
simple fact that miiang or negeri were society
defining paradigms, not reinterpretations of pre-state 
forms, gave them an edge over Javanese and Khmer 
whose centralizing states remained within localizing 
agrarian paradigms. In the latter’s fusion of fertility, 
potency and authority, every act was politically and 
religiously charged with the actor’s power and the 
dominance or submission of others. Here Tai and 
Malay had a functional advantage: by more or less 
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distinguishing the state from religion and agriculture, 
each domain could follow its own principles. A reli
gious crisis or failed crop need not have threatened the 
state’s integrity (Kirsch [1985]). At least for Tai, pre
Buddhist religion must have suited expansion well. 
Dealings with spirits were apparently conventional
ized and contractual, not charismatic and authori
tarian.

Internal Dynamics - Entrepreneurial Expansion 
and Assimilation. Filling an “empty” niche gave 
müang and negeri their start, but they did not stop 
there. Indeed, the mere fact of adapting to external 
conditions can hardly explain the enormous expansive 
energy that eventually obliged their neighbors to 
adapt to them.

Arguably these city-states had entrepreneurial para
digms from the beginning. Certainly expansion was 
more piecemeal and entrepreneurial than continual 
and demographic. Unlike the Vietnamese, whose 
expansion relieved population pressure and extended 
wet rice cultivation methodically, Tai and Malay dis
persed to fill the scattered niches opened up by their 
subsistence and entrepreneurial skills. Of course 
establishing a müang or negeri was less a commercial 
than a social venture: political entrepreneurs organ
ized resource-colonizing groups that took risks in 
hopes of rewards.

Expansion was opportunistic, not imperial. Small 
leader/follower groups coalesced to exploit opportu
nities, not necessarily conquer land or neighbors. To 
be sure, in a dangerous world, getting and keeping 
opportunities required a militarily effective group. 
Accepting a chao, raja or other leader thus carried a 
military obligation. At least for the Tai of Vietnam, 
the right to bear arms was a privilege of free men that 
was denied to slaves and other dependents (Condom
inas [1990] 60).

To fill far-flung niches, Tai and Malay had to have a 
willingness to move. Given the sedentary nature of 
paddy cultivation, Tai are remarkably mobile (Fukui 
[1993] 315), and even today Thai-Lao villagers strike 
their Austroasiatic neighbors as overly mobile and 
ambitious (Hayashi [1998]). Malay are much the 
same. Embracing movement, their mobility is surely 
more than trading and collecting require (Carsten 
[1998]; Benjamin [1985] 228). Is this restlessness 
new? Judging by their cousins - the incessantly 
mobile Iban and the colonizing Minangkabau - 
mobility would seem to be basic and ancient to the 
Malayic peoples.

Expansion presumed not only physical mobility but 
social ambition. Today Tai move readily to secure 

trade, new land, or even an advantageous marriage 
(Izikowitz [1963]; Hayashi [1993], [1998]). Was it the 
same five hundred or a thousand years ago? Were it 
not, it would be hard to explain why Tai and Malay 
took the risks to venture so widely. Apparently each 
had a secure subsistence and there was no population 
pressure. At least for Malay or some of their cousins, 
earning the status of free men (maharlika) was reason 
enough for groups to hive off (Lynch [1963]; Reid 
[1998a] 143).

Historically this expansion entailed the assimilation 
of subordinated peoples. Müang and negeri both had 
three class systems: actual and potential rulers 
(including royalty and nobility); free peasants; and 
various slaves and other dependents. The top two 
classes were politically privileged. The lower class 
included the land’s early occupants or outsiders drawn 
in as slaves or hired labor. Their assimilation through 
Tai-ization (Condominas [1990]) or entry into Ma- 
laydom (Reid, supra 425; Benjamin [1993] 352; 
Drakard [1990]) made rapid expansion possible. It 
also presumed and strengthened a Tai and Malay 
sense of ethnic superiority (Condominas [1990] 74; 
Wyatt [1984a] 41; Milner [1982] 11) and suggests the 
societal expectation that people could and should 
improve their social position - or what we have just 
described as ambition.

Efflorescence - Differentiation and Religious 
Integration. Once Tai and Malay expansions had 
largely run their course, each group’s scattered city- 
states developed a dynamic inter-urban culture.15 Tai 
elites seem to have shared “a community of discourse 
and rhetoric” (Kirsch [1984] 254) that is evident, for 
example, in a Shan chronicle that “treats the Tai world 
as a single entity, dotted with innumerable müang in 
communication with one another” (Wyatt [1984a] 
34). As royalty, political entrepreneurs, holy men, 
merchants and craftspeople moved between city- 
states, their flexible and dispersed lateral exchanges 
reasserted a regional pattern of heterarchy (White 
[1995]) as opposed to the temple-states’ fixed and 
centralized vertical exchanges of hierarchy. We might 
thus distinguish these “open” peer polity cultures 
from the “closed” court-centered cultures of earlier 
and later centralizing states. In effect, where the coun
tryside once copied a court that itself copied the cos
mos, city-states were now copying each other’s inno
vations and playing off of one another’s distinctions.

Peer polity interaction helps to explain the efflores
cence of a cosmopolitan urban culture into an era of 
creativity and institution-building in art, politics and 
religion. In the broadest sense Reid’s “Age of Com
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merce” was a regional efflorescence and his essay 
{supra 417-27) describes its Malay expressions, 
including the institutionalization of Islam and legal 
codes and artistic flowering in literature and perform
ance. Tai city-states saw similar developments. In 
their golden age, spanning the thirteenth to fifteenth 
or early sixteenth centuries, Tai institutionalized Bud
dhism and legal codes (Kirsch [1984]; Wyatt 
[1984b]), indigenized Indic scripts (Hartman [1986]) 
and epics (Reynolds [1982]), and created distinctive 
Tai styles in religious art, architecture and practice.

Each peer polity culture arose with and through a 
world religion. As Kirsch ([1977] 261) says for the 
modern era, “Buddhism provides the Thai with a uni
tary set of values and a common ritual and expressive 
language, uniting them in a larger Buddhist moral 
community that transcends particularistic and local 
loyalties and attachments.” That unity and openness 
began in the city-state era and fed its flowering. Ther- 
avada Buddhism for the Tai and Islam for the Malay 
spread as popular religions that displaced or subordi
nated earlier cults that gave royalty proprietary privi
leges. Under these new religions a city was consti
tuted by laws, not just its ruler’s rites or power. Being 
Buddhist for Tai and Muslim for Malay became a 
source of communal integrity as well as personal 
identity. A proper city now required a palace, a 
“public” open space (Thai sananr, Malay padangf 
and a main temple or mosque. Ruler, citizenry and 
religion were each represented separately and yet 
understood as a set. While their unity as a set inte
grated the city-state as a single Buddhist or Muslim 
community, their separation divided authority. That 
separation deterred absolutism, encouraged achieve
ment and kept the city open to innovation.

In that separation’s openness, a cosmopolitan intra
urban culture of pluralism arose. To be sure, diversity 
was nothing new. After all, in their expansion müang 
and negeri had grown by absorbing other peoples. But 
now in their efflorescence müang and negeri attracted 
or generated new groups which did not assimilate to 
the politically privileged core. To pursue their trade, 
merchants and craftspeople kept or created ethnic and 
occupational distinctions. Too well-placed or well-off 
to be simple inferiors, these resident “outsiders” 
exerted influence through Tai or Malay as insiders. 
Assimilation still conferred the insider’s political 
privilege, but the city’s effective culture was now not 
“Tai” or “Malay” in any simple sense. Instead, sym
bolic differentiation organized urban groups into a 
cultural division of labor (O’Connor [1995b]). In this 
culture of pluralism, the politically exclusive müang 

and negeri each flourished as an economically open 
and religiously inclusive “society of societies.”

What explains this flowering? Using paradigms we 
explained “crystallization” as an adaptation to ex
ternal conditions and then “expansion” as the inter
play of external opportunity and internal dynamics. In 
this sequence the third step, efflorescence, is an 
internal elaboration of the paradigm’s possibilities 
that is equivalent to Kuhn’s (1970) “normal science.” 
As a developmental step, elaboration requires re
sources and an openness to innovation. Clearly, 
müang and negeri had resources, thanks to wealth 
from trade as well as tax, tribute and their own entre
preneurial synergy. Openness, on the other hand, is 
less easily explained. Surely it was less an abstract 
principle of tolerance or pluralism than built-in (i.e. 
paradigmatic) impediments to absolutism as well as 
peer polity conditions that frustrated closure. After all, 
while any single chao or raja might seek the closure 
of absolutism, the presence of comparable competing 
müang and negeri gave innovators other possible 
patrons. Moreover, the more pluralistic müang and 
negeri were, the larger the internal market for innova
tions became. New groups or old, all needed symbols 
to keep their place and compete for status in a 
changing urban arena.16

Encapsulation - Subjugation and Decline. Even
tually imperial states ended the peer-polity era of 
müang and negeri. As Reid {supra 419) explains it, 
the entry of European powers intensified the competi
tion for trade monopolies at the same time as guns and 
trade wealth gave a few successful states new central
izing advantages. At least for the Tai, the initial conse
quence was the encapsulation of müang in a few 
imperial states, particularly Ayutthaya. Myths that 
gave each müang a unique and sacred identity now 
gave way to dynastic chronicles recording kings and 
royal deeds (Chamvit [1976]). Erratically but 
inevitably, centralizing eroded the relative autonomy 
that gave the müang its life as a city-state.

Going by paradigms, we get three possible read
ings: centralizing states were [1] the logical conclu
sion of peer polity competition in the city-state para
digms; [2] a reassertion of the paradigm of the temple 
states; or [3] a new paradigm that combined city-state 
and temple state elements. In weighing these possibil
ities for the Tai, I favor the third reading. While the 
first stresses Tai continuity and explains the persist
ence of various city-state patterns, it cannot explain 
Ayutthaya’s Khmer borrowings and order-imposing 
style. The second possibility is basically the reverse of 
the first. It stresses the continuity of Khmer-style rule 
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in the Central Plains and thereby explains Ayutthaya’s 
authoritarian style and centralizing policies. It cannot, 
however, explain the entourage-building within Ayut- 
thaya and its deal-making with the outside. That polit
ical pragmatism suggests city-states.

Alone of the three, only the third possibility - a new 
paradigm - fits the picture of Ayutthaya as a new 
polity that combined trading and manpower interests. 
Of course, in calling this a paradigm, I presume a spe
cific discourse of city-state and temple-state modali
ties, not their mere amalgamation. In earlier work 
(O’Connor [1978], [1983]) I argued that the Siamese 
and perhaps the region could be understood by the 
interplay of community and hierarchy as idioms and 
institutions. I would now suggest that, at least for the 
Siamese, community is a city-state legacy and hier
archy descends from temple-states. Their conjunction 
created the paradigm that met the West.

Regional Explanation. In this section, I have mod
elled müang and negeri as paradigms. My purpose 
was to situate them in the region and capture their pat
tern of change within continuity. As we have seen, the 
two paradigms have numerous specific and significant 
similarities. Tai müang flower a century or two ahead 
of the Malay negeri, but the rise of both the Tai and 
Malayic peoples beginning roughly two thousand 
years ago is close in time and closer still in regional 
sequence. The simplest explanation for their similari
ties is that müang and negeri are independent paradig
matic responses to that era’s regional conditions. 
What explains these regional conditions? To answer 
that question we need to consider the region’s histor
ical development.

Regional Sequence and Global Parallels
City-states were a third wave of regional change. The 
first wave was the dispersion of early agriculture that 
peopled the region with Austroasiatic and Austro
nesian farmers. The second wave was the temple-states 
of the Javanese, Khmer, Pyu and Cham (O’Connor 
[forthcoming-a]) that indigenized Indic civilization. 
Later city-states spread as an entrepreneurial third 
wave. In this region-shaping change, müang and 
negeri established state hegemony and developed 
trade or agriculture in sparsely settled and weakly 
organized hinterlands.

These three great changes came by the succession 
of groups and not simply the diffusion of ideas. Agri
culture spread by one group displacing another or 
assimilating earlier peoples to the newcomer’s para
digm. Temple-states spread by conquest or intimida

tion. And city-states spread more by Tai or Malay 
imposition than other peoples’ imitation. These were 
“ethnic” successions, not necessarily biological dis
placements. Were we to consider Thailand’s Central 
Plains, we would find many of today’s Thai have Mon 
ancestors. At some point a Tai identity became politi
cally attractive or agriculturally advantageous.

These successions must be understood sequentially 
and regionally. Müang and negeri could not have 
developed as hinterland states until temple-centered 
or other imperial states had created heartlands. More
over, the city-state not only presumed the state-level 
politics that preceded it, but the müang's rice/rule split 
and the negeri's dependence on imported rice suggest 
each had to await the agricultural intensification and 
market exchange that developed along with temple- or 
other primary states. Obviously these prior external 
conditions cannot explain the müang and negeri's 
subsequent internal development or their far-reaching 
consequences, but we can hardly say that these city- 
states had a completely independent origin. Why do 
their strengths match temple-state weaknesses so 
neatly? Is it chance that, as Wyatt ([1984a] 30) 
observes, “early Tai kingdoms seemed almost per
versely to devise public institutions that contrasted 
sharply with Angkorian institutions . . . .” In fact 
müang and negeri must be understood as regional 
adaptations, not Tai or Malay projects. Of course the 
temple-state was not an entirely independent creation 
either. The rigidity and fixity of its land endowments 
and monumental temples countered the fluidity and 
mobility of pre-state agricultural societies (O’Connor 
[forthcoming-b]). Equating the sacred with perma
nence did the same. Once sanctity was objectified as 
an essence, leaders and temples could possess the 
sacred sites and objects that attracted people. It is all 
so neat we might suspect an elite plan, were that 
degree of control and foresight not virtually impos
sible. In fact adaptive advantage is explanation 
enough. Were we to assume a wide variety of leaders 
and locales, the consequences of their competition 
would explain the temple-state’s particular configura
tion. So like the city-state, the temple-state was deeply 
and enduringly marked by the regional conditions of 
its creation.

Are these successions unique to Southeast Asia? I 
doubt it. Elsewhere agriculture also spread by disper
sion (Renfrew [1987]). In exploiting this new subsis
tence, we would expect mobile groups to have a selec
tive advantage over any more sedentary rivals. Later, 
once these mobile farmers had settled the land widely 
but thinly, the agricultural intensification that states 
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required would then occur in groups that developed 
more sedentary customs. At least in Southeast Asia it 
is those sedentarizing customs that fused places and 
groups (Mus [1975]) and apparently culminated in 
temple states (O’Connor [forthcoming-a, forth- 
coming-b]). Other regions, facing a similarly cen
trifugal agriculture, may have developed around tem
ples as a similarly centripetal solution. Whether for 
that or other reasons, the fact that early civilization 
arose around monumental architecture kept early em
pires close to heartlands that could support such mas
sive investment. City-states then exploited the hinter
land opportunities that were open to an already civi
lized but ambitiously mobile group. Independently 
other regions such as the Mediterranean could have 
followed the sequence we have described for South
east Asia. If that is so, then understanding the polis 
will require studying the region, not just the Greeks 
and their culture.

Conclusion
Miiang, negeri and polis all show striking similarities 
that must now be weighed against some equally 
obvious differences. In that task I would suggest that 
we consider regional explanations rather than the 
usual local or global extremes. Certainly the Tai 
miiang is best understood as a hinterland adaptation to 
the specific regional conditions created by earlier and 
greater states. Moreover, from these beginnings came 
an efflorescence that was itself a regional phenom
enon and created its own specifically regional condi
tions.

Regions are hardly new to anthropology and 
history, although they have typically been understood 
as political or economic realities that arise between 
discrete peoples and distinct states. What I am propos
ing is a cultural dialectics set in time. At any moment 
peoples as well as states and other institutions are all 
creating each other even as they manipulate their 
earlier creations. That is not an entirely original 
thought - others have studied Southeast Asia’s 
interplay of peoples (Benjamin [1985]; Boon [1990]; 
Gibson [1986]; Kirsch [1973]) - but it is a necessary 
project. Just consider the alternative. If peoples and 
states are not regional constructions, then we have 
little defense against today’s teleologies of nation
hood. Worse, we are caught in their tautologies of 
race, ethnicity and culture that deny a regional 
tradition of pluralism (Reid [1998b]) that once 
flowered in the city-state era and still flourishes where 
locals are left to their own devices.

Notes
1. Acknowledgments: I would like to thank Geoffrey Benjamin, 

Fukui Hayao, Mogens Herman Hansen, Yukio Hayashi, Craig 
Lockard, Lye Tuck-Po, Tony Reid and Nicola Tannenbaum for 
their comments or other assistance. I am indebted to the Center 
for Southeast Asian Studies, Kyoto University, for its support.

2. The Map represents Tai majority areas in the mid 20th century 
and can only roughly approximate Tai settlement in the era of 
miiang. Tai areas are taken from the maps by LeBar et al. 
(1964) and Levy-Ward et al. (1988) and plotted on a map based 
on Lepoer (1989).

3. To discern the character of pre-Buddhist miiang that were 
small-scale states, Condominas stresses the non-Buddhist petty 
miiang of upland Vietnam. That is a significant but unavoidable 
bias. Some reconstructions cite these cases as if they were pris
tine miiang, unchanged from the past, but Condominas is well 
aware of outside influence. His theory of social space privileges 
these miiang not for their historical purity but for the restricted 
locale that kept these polities small-scale affairs.

4. Were we to take royal rites literally, we could say the chao's 
protective and fertilizing powers benefited the village and 
household. Indeed, as in Bali (Lansing [1991] 130-1), “rule” 
denied the autonomy “rice” nonetheless had. In everyday life, 
rice-growing was an intrinsically local community-based 
practice that could do without the chao's mediation.

5. A society that constituted itself as its enduring centers and con
tainers, not its evanescent individuals, could tolerate a great 
deal of movement. At the same time, that “freedom” to leave 
may have been the obligation to depart to avoid conflict.

6. I am not, then, defining the negeri simply in relation to its larger 
culture as I did with the miiang. Were we to take this perspec
tive we would find that the negeri's meaning for Malays differs 
from the miiang's meaning for Tai. As we shall see, that differ
ence is not directly significant for our larger conclusion.

7. For the Javanese, see Christie (1991) on the development of 
social complexity without cities. For the Khmer the absence of 
a distinct term for village (O’Connor [1995a] 978-9) combines 
with micro/macrocosmic copying to undermine clear first, 
second and third tier distinctions.

8. Quite unlike the Tai, Milner (1982) shows that a raja could 
function perfectly well without a negeri; and the state, at least 
as ke-raja-an (literally the condition of having a raja), could be 
a city-less and effectively placeless kingdom. In this autonomy 
of third tier parts, Malay differ from the Tai. Tai chao who had 
no miiang soon ceased to matter, and miiang that had no chao 
(e.g. Lamphun, Champassak) soon found them.

9. Khmer “men of prowess” (Walters [1982]) undermined any 
clear and enduring royalty/commoner distinction. The deva 
raja cult sought to establish the principle of a single sovereign 
that Tai took for granted.

10. Paradigms allow us to model change within continuity instead 
of our earlier division between change (“historical career”) and 
continuity (“cultural shape”). While that diachronic/synchronic 
distinction is quite conventional in the social sciences, it creates 
an illusion of static traditions and cataclysmic change that hides 
how miiang and negeri functioned as ongoing traditions.

11. The more Malay texts praise loyalty, the more they presume the 
person has a choice. The initial principle of voluntary participa
tion is thus maintained even as it can no longer be tolerated.

12. On the Austroasiatics as subordinates, see Archiambault 
(1964). On foreign traders’ royalty-creating expectations, see 
Andaya ([1993] 35) on European merchants in the Molukus. 
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With imperial powers Malay and Tai had somewhat different 
reasons for the same response. For Malay, the Chinese trade 
policy that favored state-to-state trading fostered royal 
authority for the most successful leaders. For the Tai, Wyatt 
([1984a] 7) suggests the Han and Vietnamese may have “pre
ferred dealing with a limited number of müang rather than a vir
tually limitless number of villages.”

13. Or we might say these practices pay off twice: once by fulfilling 
müang and negeri values and again because material rewards 
solidify any human group. I would not, however, reduce the 
former to the latter. To do so denies the moral basis of society 
and makes differences between societies inexplicable.

14. A surplus that allowed state exploitation also made state protec
tion valuable. We have no direct evidence to say one is prior to 
the other.

15. At least for Tai, whose separate müang had begun to adapt to 
differing local conditions, the emergence of an inter-urban cul
ture suggests reintegration after divergence. So does the evi
dence of creolization for the Malay (Benjamin [n.d.-a]).

16. Any city creates a market for symbolic distinctions, but we 
need only imagine the closure of absolutist rule to realize that 
urbanism is no guarantee of efflorescence. After all, in an 
entirely court-centered city, new ideas have no larger market. 
Every innovation’s worth is only how it places the king or 
pleases the elite.
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Le Mzâb Cité-état

Farhat Jaabiri

(Respondent: Bahayou Yahia)

Les écrits sur le wâdî Mzâb sont nombreux. On res
sent toujours l’admiration des auteurs envers les 
diverses particularités de cette région.1 En revanche, 
on chercherait en vain une étude synthétique et 
exhaustive qui respecterait les critères fixés par The 
Copenhagen Polis Centre dans son étude sur plusieurs 
zones du monde et qu’il a intitulée: City-State.2 Il est 
apparu aux chercheurs de ce centre scientifique que le 
wâdî Mzâb n’était pas loin de remplir ces critères. 
Dans leur comput, ils l’ont donc considéré comme 
une des villes répondante à ces critères (Ibidem 11). 
Dans cette modeste étude, et pour répondre au désir 
du comité responsable de ce projet scientifique au sein 
de l’Académie Royale Danoise, nous allons essayer 
de répondre à cette question: Peut-on considérer le 
wâdî Mzâb comme une City-State?

Pour répondre à cette question qui va donner son 
originalité à cet exposé, il est nécessaire, du point de 
vue scientifique, de replacer cette zone dans son cadre 
spatio-temporel. Quant à la réponse à la probléma
tique posée, elle se fera selon les axes suivants:

1. La civilisation humaine (‘umrâri) dans le Wâdî 
Mzâb,

2. La société mzabite;
3. Le vie intellectuelle et religieuse (‘aqîda) du Wâdî 

Mzâb;
4. La vie économique;
5. La vie politique.

Introduction:
Définition spatio-temporelle du wâdî Mzâb 
Bilâd al-Chabaka. On donne ce nom a une colline 
rocheuse calcaire qui se trouve au nord du désert algé
rien. Elle se distingue des autres régions environ
nantes par la dureté de sa nature. C’est en effet un 
désert au milieu d’un désert. On l’appelle ainsi “Le 
pays du filet” parce qu’elle est parsemée de nom
breuses vallées dont la profondeur ne dépasse pas cent 

mètres et qui se dirigent toutes du nord-ouest vers le 
sud-est dans un petit lac entouré de sable au nord- 
ouest de Ouargla. La surface du Bilâd al-Chabaka est 
d’environ 38 000 km2. Elle est limitée au nord par le 
wâdî Bouzbiar et à l’ouest par le wâdî Zarqûn. Il 
s’étend à l’est et comporte Zalfâna et al-Qarâra. Au 
sud, il se confond avec l’ensemble du Bilâd al- 
Cha‘âmba. Son centre actuel est la ville de Ghardâya, 
32°30’ de latitude nord et 3°45 ’ de longitude est, à 490 
km au sud d’Alger à vol d’oiseau.

Principales vallées. Le Wâdî Mzâb reçoit les eaux 
des wâdîs al-‘Adîra, al-Abyadh et al-Tûzûz. Il ali
mente les oasis de Ghardâya et de Malîka. Ensuite, il 
profite, venant de l’ouest, des eaux du wâdî Intîsâ, qui 
arrose l’oasis de Banî Izgan, et, venant de l’est, des 
eaux du wâdî Azwîl qui arrose à son tour une partie de 
l’oasis de Bunûra. Ensuite il s’oriente vers al-‘Atf et 
Zalfâna, et se termine dans le lac salá (sabkha) d’al- 
Hîcha, à 16 km de Ngousa, au nord de Ouargla.

Le Mzâb constitue la plus grande partie du Bilâd al- 
Chabaka. Aujourd’hui, il comprend sept villages: 
Ghardâya, Malîka, Banî Izgan, Bûnûra, al-‘Atf, Bar- 
rayân et al-Qarâra. Quant aux mozabites, ils n’appel
lent leur pays, dans leur langue berbère, que du nom 
de Aghlân. Ils appellent le wâdî Mzâb Ighzar 
Awâghlân. En langue mozabite, ighzar veut dire wâdî 
(vallee). La région du Mzâb s’étend sur environ 8 000 
km2, entre 32° et 33°20’ de latitude Nord et 0°4’ et 
2°30’ de longitude Est.3

A ma connaissance, le Mzâb est resté attaché au 
credo wâsilî4 jusqu’à l’arrivée de Abû ‘Abdallah 
Muhammad b. Bakr al-Farsattâ’î (440/1049)5 au début 
du Ve/XIe siècle. Sa population est passée alors à 
l’ibadisme et l’est restée jusqu’aujourd’hui. Bien plus, 
c’est maintenant un des noyaux les plus importants de 
l’ibadisme en Afrique du Nord. Quelques mots 
rapides sur l’ibadisme et son implantation au Mzâb.

L’ibadisme est un des plus anciens rites (madhab) 
musulmans. En effet, les historiens et les hérésio- 
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graphes le rattachent aux kharijites. Mais l’ensemble 
des ibadites récusent cette relation.6 Ils considèrent en 
effet qu’ils n’ont pas “quitté” l’imam ‘Ali (40/660), 
mais ont prété serment d’obédience (bay'a) à un autre 
imam ‘Abdallah b. Wahb al-Râsibî (Safar 38/17 juin 
658). Selon eux, en effet, ‘Ali a renoncé a son autorité 
en acceptant l’arbitrage des deux arbitres (al-haka- 
mayn). Leur position est apparue clairement, en parti
culier quand ‘Amr b. al ‘As a commencé à exercer 
frauduleusement ses responsabilités. Ils eurent alors 
des polémiques avec le Commandeur des Croyants 
qu’ils ont soutenu avant l’arbitrage. Celà s’est achevé 
par la bataille d’al-Nahrawân (38/658) au cours de 
laquelle fut tué ‘Abdallah b. Wahb al-Râsibî. L’ima
mat est passé alors à ‘Urwa b. Udayya (58/678), puis à 
Abû Bilâl Mirdâs b. Hudayr (61/680) qui tirait ses 
avis de l’imam Jâbir b. Zayd (93/711).7 Ce groupe 
s’appelait lui-même des dénominations suivantes: Le 
groupe des musulmans (Jamâ'at al-muslimîri), Les 
gens de la loyauté (Ahl al-istiqâma), Les gens de la 
mission (Ahl al- da'wa).

Jusqu’à ce que, sur le front politique se détache 
l’imam ‘Abdallah b. Ibâdh (86/705).8 II s’allia avec 
les Muhakkima, à l’anticalife ‘Abdallah b. Zubayr 
(75/695). Quand ils s’aperçurent qu’il était de la ten
dance de ‘Uthmân, ils s’en éloignèrent. Ils tinrent 
conseil dans le minaret de Basra (64/683). Certains 
d’entre eux appelèrent à quitter l’obédience du calife 
(khurûj) et à procéder à une exécution collective 
(isti'râdh) pour anathémiser les musulmans en les 
accusant d’associateurs (kufr, chirk), et à leur tête 
Nâfi‘ b. al-Azraq (65/685). Mais ‘Abdallah b. Ibâdh 
s’y refusa. C’était le porte-parole du groupe que diri
geait secrètement l’imam Jâbir b. Zayd. Il les invita à 
rester sur place (qu'ûd) et à temporiser. Le groupe se 
prononça pour une attitude attentiste (qa'da). On le 
surnomma alors quietiste (ce surnom indique qu’ils 
n’ont pas voulu prendre part à l’attaque. Pour les khâ- 
rijites, c’est une sorte de trahison). On l’appelle alors 
ibâdhite. Cette date de 64/683 est considérée comme 
le moment décisif du début de cette secte (firqa), du 
point de vue politique et religieux. A partir de là, son 
droit (fiqh) s’est développé, grâce a l’imam Jâbir b. 
Zayd qui s’établit à Basra. Il choisit cette ville comme 
point de départ pour la mission secrète, malgré les bri
mades du pouvoir umayyade et la pression exercée 
par son gouverneur en Iraq al-Hajjâj b. Yûsuf (95/ 
714).

A la mort de l’imam Jâbir b. Zayd, lui succéda son 
disciple Abû ‘Ubayda Muslim b. Abî Karîma (145/ 
762),9 affilié à la tribu des Tamîm. Sous son imamat, 
se sont cristallisés les fondements politiques et reli

gieux du rite (madhab), ainsi que son droit. On définit 
les voies de la religion dans la politique: imamat 
effectif (zuhûr), imamat de défense (difâ'), imamat de 
sacrifice (chirâ') et l’organisation interne (kitmân).w 
Dans le domaine du crédo, se sont affermis les bases 
de la voie négative (tanzîh) (al-Ja‘bîrî [1987]) entre 
autres. En droit, c’était le principe le plus prudent 
(ahwat) dans la plupart des choix, avec souplesse 
(murûna) en cas de besoin (al-Râchidî [1412/1992]).

A l’époque de Abû ‘Ubayda fut proclamé un imam 
effectif (zuhûr) au Yémen, à ‘Umân et à Tripoli en 
Afrique du Nord." Ce dernier, qui dura quatre ans 
140-144/758-762, nous intéresse partieulièrerment. 
Vingt ans plus tard, à peu près, ‘Abd al-Rahmân b. 
Rustum fut proclamé imam effectif à Tahert au 
Maghreb central en 160/776. Cet imamat dura jus
qu’en 296/787, date à partir de laquelle les ibâdhites 
d’Afrique du Nord se réfugièrent dans l’organisation 
interne (kitmân). Ils essayèrent d’en sortir et fomentè
rent deux révoltes contre l’Etat chi‘ite (al-Ja‘bîrî 
[1975] 24-25). Mais ils échouèrent et continuèrent la 
voie de l’organisation interne jusqu’à maintenant. 
Ainsi leur présence se réduit au Monts Nafûsa et 
Zwâra en Libye, à l’île de Jerba en Tunisie et au Mzâb 
en Algérie.

Les sources nous disent que les Amâzîgh adoptè
rent l’Islam à la fin de la conquête musulmane de 
l’Afrique du Nord en 84/703. Quand apparurent les 
rites juridiques, les premiers à parvenir au Mzâb 
furent les mu‘tazilites: ils adoptèrent donc leurs prin
cipes. On les appela Wâsilites à cause de Wâsil b. 
‘Ata’ (131/748). Selon le chaykh Ibrâhîm Matyâz, 
“Les mu‘tazilites de cette région étaient séparés des 
Banî Rustum. Bien plus ils combattaient les rustu- 
mides”.12 Leur savant mu‘tazilite le plus connu à cette 
époque est Sulaymân b. ‘Abd al-Jabbâr, enterré a al- 
‘Atf.

Les historiens s’entendent pour penser que la 
conversion des mozabites à l’ibâdhisme serait la 
conséquence de la prédication du missionnaire Abû 
‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Bakr. Les sources rapportent 
que celui-ci avait un berger qu’il envoyait au Mzâb. 
Après son retour à Arîgh il avait établi la coutume de 
revenir chaque année au Mzâb au printemps avec ses 
étudiants, puisqu’il passait l’hiver à Arîgh. Les moza
bites n’acceptaient pas facilement la présence d’un 
berger de Abû ‘Abdallah avec ses moutons dans leur 
pâturages. Au contraire, ils l’attaquaient (al-Ja‘bîrî 
[1975] 39). Le chaykh Matyâz nous dit que cette 
migration vers le Mzâb se fit après une longue consul
tation entre les chaykhs missionnaires à Arîgh: “Une 
réunion se tint à Arîgh vers 420/1030 pour examiner
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les questions qui intéressaient la contrée (wat an). Il y 
avait en particulier la question des fuyards (ra‘zyya) 
rustumides vaincus. Les habitants d’Arîgh ont été 
envahis par ces réfugiés”. On délégua le chaykh Abu 
‘Abdallah pour résoudre ce problème. Il s’en chargea 
à la perfection. A la fin tous se mirent d’accord sur 
“l’exode vers cette contrée (le Mzâb) et sa colonisa
tion parce que leurs habitants mu‘tazilites étaient 
proches de la pensée ibâdhite. En 422/1032 on arriva 
donc à al-‘Atf médian peuplé en grande partie de 
mu‘tazilites. Ce fut après la mort du savant de la 
contrée Sulaymân b. ‘Abd al-Jabbâr”.

Le chaykh Matyâz observe également que le 
combat de Abû ‘Abdallah fut long pour changer ces 
mu‘tazilites en ibâdhites. Il en paya le prix par le 
meurtre de son fils Ibrâhîm. Cette conversion ne fut 
pas collective ni soudaine. Pour preuve de cela, on 
peut citer par exemple: “L’existence, à Bûnûra, de la 
tombe d’habitants de Nafûsa morts dans un des com
bats entre les mu‘tazilites et les migrants au Mzâb, et 
celà à la fin du Ve/XIe siècle” (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 
24). Si c’est ainsi que les ibâdhites se sont implantés 
au Mzâb, comment l’ont-ils peuplé?

1. La civilisation humaine Çumrâri) au Mzâb 
Si l’on scrute un certain nombre de textes qui parlent 
des villes13 du Wâdî Mzâb, on a l’impression qu’ elles 
sont parfaitement intégrées dès leur fondation. La réa
lité est, en fait, complètement différente. En effet la 
période de fondation des cinq villes actuelles du wâdî 
Mzàb n’a pas durée moins de trois siècles et demi. 
Quant aux deux autres villes, elles n’ont rejoint cette 
pentapole que trois siècles plus tard. Que s’est-il donc 
passe?

1. Tâjnînt - al-‘Atf: Cest la plus ancienne des villes 
actuelles du Mzâb. Elle a été fondée par Khalîfa b. 
Abghûr en 402/1012. Tâjnînt indique un lieu non 
élevé.14

2. Ât Bûnûr - Bûnûra'. Bûnûr est le nom d’une tribu 
berbère. Le village est fondé en 457/1065 sur une 
colline séparée du reste du plateau.

3. Taghardâyt - Ghardâya'. le nom veut dire une terre 
mise en valeur sur la rive d’une rivière. Fondée en 
477/1085 sur une colline séparée du reste du 
plateau. On dit que Taghardâyt est le diminutif de 
Aghardây qui veut dire montagne.15

4. Ât Yazjan - Banî Yasjan,'6 fondée en 720/1321. 
L’origine de la ville est Tâfilâlt. Ce nom est encore 
donné au premier quartier de la ville dans sa partie 
supérieure.17

5. Atamilchat - Malîka'. fondée au Nord de Aghram 
Anawddây en 756/1355 par des hommes de la tribu 
berbère (amâzîghiyya) de Malîkch vivant à l’est de 
l’Algérie.

6. al-Qarâra, dont la fondation à debuté en 1040/ 
1630 et qui n’a pris sa place réelle parmi les autres 
villes qu’en 1080/1669. Elle fut construite sur une 
colline élevée sur les bords du wâdî Zagrîr; elle est 
entourée de montagnes à l’est et à l’ouest qui lui 
servent de forteresse. Elle se trouve au fond 
(qarâra) de la vallée, à 90 km au nord-est de 
Ghardâya et à 180 km de Touggourt.18

7. Barrayân, fondée au confluent des wâdîs al-Sûdân 
et Bâl-lûh, en 1090/1679, située sur une montagne 
isolée et entourée de montagnes imprenables à 
l’est, à l’ouest et au sud. Trois rivières passent près 
d’elle, à l'est, ce sont les affluents du grand wâdî 
al-Nsâ, la rivière la plus abondante du Mzâb. Elle 
est éloignée d’environ 40 km au nord de 
Ghardâya.19

Le choix du conseil des chaykhs du wâdî Arîgh por
tant sur cette zone proprement dite pour installer une 
entité ibâdhite nouvelle n’était pas dû au hasard. Il 
était au contraire le résultat d’une étude précise du 
passé et d’un examen attentif de l’avenir qui devait 
s’accorder à l’étape de l’organisation interne (£z7- 
mân). Ils allaient oeuvrer avec soin pour conserver 
leur foi (jaqîdd), sans Etat pour la soutenir, ni gouver
nement pour lui donner la victoire, ni force matérielle 
pour les défendre. Effectivement, ils durent subir de 
nombreux assauts destinés à les anéantir. On enviait 
leur sécurité et leur stabilité, alors qu’elles n’exis
taient pas aux alentours. Sans leur patience et leur 
endurance, ils n’auraient pu sauvegarder leurs prin
cipes : “Fuyant aux sommets des montagnes, à l’inté
rieur des déserts ou dans les îles au milieu des mers, se 
contentant de ce qu’ils avaient, retirés du monde, 
espérant la grâce de Dieu Très-Haut” (al-Ja‘bîrî 
[1975] 6). Ces chaykhs avaient connu les épreuves 
des ibâdhites à Sadrâta, héritiers de Tâhart, où ils 
avaient connu une sorte de luxe. Ils s’efforcèrent 
donc, au Mzâb, de garder une certaine austérité pour 
ne pas attirer l’attention des autres sur eux.

En effet, al-Chabaka est un désert aride, au sein 
d’un autre désert aride, ses rivières à sec, les pluies 
plus que rares, les eaux fossiles éloignées. Le choix 
d’un tel environnement hostile n’est-il pas un plan 
stratégique précis pour conserver son identité et se 
défendre, au point que les autres ne pouvaient pas 
imaginer qu’il y eut là de la vie. Effectivement, celui 
qui se dirige vers cette vallée désertique est surpris de
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Fig. 1. Les cinq cités Mzâb.

trouver sur ces rives une civilisation étonnante (Marcy 
[1941] 211). Avant d’y arriver, les habitants l’ont 
repéré et s’apprêtent à le recevoir. Bien plus, si des 
forces sont en mouvement d’un côté ou d’un autre, ils 
savent exactement de quoi il s’agit et prennent contact 
avec elles avant qu’elles n’arrivent.20 Il apparaît donc 
clairement que ce milieu géographique ingrat était un 
bouclier pour la population, en pleine conformité avec 
les exigences de la cité-état déployant tous ses efforts 
pour préserver son identité et son indépendance.

Nous devons poser maintenant une autre question : 
pourquoi cinq villes agglutinées et deux autres plus 
éloignées? C’était en fait une autre manière de se pro
téger. Puisque l’implantation avait réussi avec al-‘Atf, 
pourquoi ne pas lui ajouter une deuxième ville jusqu’à 
arriver à cinq. Chaque ville a une existence complète 
en elle-même et indépendante, plus un lien organique 
avec les autres. Les habitants de la vallée n’ont pas 
choisi de construire une grande ville unique qui aurait 
attiré l’attention; si elle était attaquée, elle n’aurait pu 
recevoir de secours. Dans le cas contraire, si une ville 
se trouve à mal, les autres peuvent l’assister ou elle 
peut y trouver refuge dans le pire des cas d’isolement.

Quant à la structure de ces villes, différenciées dans 
leur volume, elle est unique, obéissant à une loi 
unique coïncidant avec la structure des villes musul
manes, en tout lieu, sans compter quelques particula
rités. Ces villes sont toutes situées sur une hauteur, 

avec au milieu le minaret de la mosquée, de forme 
particulière, sans ornements. Les maisons s’étendent 
ensuite en cercles concentriques autour de ce pivot 
jusqu’à atteindre progressivement la vallée. Le verso 
du dernier cercle constitue le rempart protecteur, 
percé de quelques entrées surmontées de tours de 
garde. Le marché est une petite place près de la porte 
principale de la ville, mais en dehors des remparts.21 
Mais où est donc le centre administratif ? C’est la dif
férence avec les autres villes musulmanes. Ici, en 
effet, il n’y a pas d’Etat, mais un conseil des chaykhs 
dans la mosquée. Rien ne se produit dans la ville sans 
son autorisation. Sans le prestige spirituel de ce 
conseil, les villes du Mzâb n’auraient pas une struc
ture si harmonieuse qui, au premier abord, apparaît 
comme spontanée. Jusqu’à il y a peu de temps, on fer
mait les portes de la ville la nuit. N’entrait que celui 
qui connaissait le mot de passe. C’est la cité-état, mais 
elle n’a pas d’Etat au sens propre du terme.

Les maisons se ressemblent beaucoup. On ne dis
tingue pas la maison du pauvre de celle du riche. Leur 
surface ne dépasse pas cent mètres carrés. Elle com
prend deux étages et une terrasse. C’est la maison nor
male. Mais on trouve aussi des “semimaisons” dont la 
surface n’excède pas cinquante mètres carrés. Quant 
au “quart de maison”, elle a environ trente mètres 
carrés. Chacune comprend les commodités néces
saires et obéit à des règles architecturales reçues.22 
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Elle a sa propre inviolabilité qui protège ses habitants 
et leur permet, par l’accès aux terrasses, de chercher 
l’aide des voisins en cas de besoin.

Les rues ont habituellement trois coudées de large 
de sorte que deux bêtes de somme puissent s’y croiser 
et qu’un cortège funèbre puisse s’y frayer un chemin. 
Certaines rues sont couvertes pour des motifs de 
défense: si l’ennemi à cheval a pu pénétrer dans la 
ville, il ne peut ainsi parvenir que difficilement à la 
mosquée, son coeur, son centre de décision, au dépôt 
de son trésor et de sa nourriture. Grâce à ces voûtes, 
les habitants peuvent, par les terrasses, passer d’un 
quartier à un autre sans descendre dans la rue. Cer
taines avenues plus larges comportent des bancs 
construits et servaient autrefois de marché (al-Hâjj 
Sa‘îd [1992] 86-91).

Comment ces villes étaient-elles pourvues en eau 
potable? La population s’entraidait pour creuser un 
nombre suffisant de puits non artésiens, dont certains 
étaient privés. Leur profondeur moyenne dépassait 
parfois 60 m.

Pour parfaire l’existence de chaque ville, elle pos
sède une oasis. Les mozabites sont passés maîtres 
dans l’irrigation, grâce à des puits, des rigoles et des 
barrages pour assurer le minimum nécessaire à l’agri
culture, à l’agrément et aux besoins estivaux des habi
tants. En effet, ces jardins comportent des maisons où 
se réfugient les familles pendant la chaleur de l’éte et 
jouissent de la clémence de l’air.23 La vie dans l’oasis 
(ghâba) comporte son organisation préventive et 
défensive, la structure de la garde (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd 
[1992] 37-42). Tous y participent, jour et nuit, de sorte 
qu’aucun malheur ne puisse leur arriver. Cette civili
sation du wâdî Mzâb la prédestine vraiment à être une 
des cités-états réparties dans le monde.

2. La vie sociale au Mzâb
Certains pensent que les Banî Mzâb ont émigré vers 
Sadrâta de Tahert au moment de la disparition du 
l’État rostémide et que les habitants de Sadrâta l’ont 
quittée vers le wâdî Mzâb, pour le peupler et fonder 
ses villages, quand al-Mayûrqî l’a détruite en 
626/1229. Cependant cette opinion ne résiste pas à 
l’examen puisqu’elle fait des ibâdhites du Maghreb un 
groupe de gens qui ont erré d’un lieu à un autre, alors 
que la réalité est toute différente comme nous allons le 
montrer.

En effet, les habitants originels du wâdî Mzâb sont 
de la tribu amâzîgh des Banî Musâb, fraction de la 
grande tribu Zanâta.24 On sait que les Zanâta sont une 
tribu berbère Butr. Quant à Mus‘ab b. Bâdîn, ses des

cendants se transportèrent vers le wâdî avec leurs cou
sins ‘ Abd al-Wâd, Tujîn et Zardâl, qui font partie de la 
deuxième “classe” (tabaqa) des Zanâta. Selon Ibn 
Khaldoun (808/1406], ce sont des raisons politiques 
qui les ont incités à émigrer:25 “A cette époque, les 
habitants des qsûr de Musâb étaient de la tribu des 
Banî Bâdîn, à savoir les Banî ‘Abd al-Wâd, les Banî 
Tûjîn, les Musâb et les Banî Zardâl, parmi les tribus 
Zanâta qui les ont accompagnés, même si on les 
connaissait habituellement sous le nom de Musâb”.26 
Selon le chaykh Abû Ishâq Atfayyach (1386/1966), la 
migration, des Banî Musâb au pays d’al-Chabaka eut 
lieu au IT/VIII6 siècle.27 Les Banî Musâb habitaient 
sous la tente ou dans des cavernes. Ils ont fondé 
ensuite des groupes d’habitations qui ont grandi jus
qu’à devenir des villages, comme par exemple 
Aghram Natlzdhît, qui est maintenant une ruine à 6 
km au sud est d’al-‘Atf. On ignore la date de sa fonda
tion et de sa ruine. Sur les décombres de ces villages 
(al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 17-18) ou bien près d’eux, ont 
été construits les villages du Mzâb ou ses qsûr qui 
sont devenues peu à peu des villes. On pense qu’à 
cette étape chaque tribu dirigeait ses propres affaires, 
chaque village se dirigeait lui-meme. La tribu avait un 
conseil que le village élisait au moyen de ses notables. 
Si le village comprenait de nombreuses tribus, chaque 
tribu proposait ses représentants au conseil. Ce der
nier avait à sa tête un chef (raïs) élu par les membres. 
C’est ce conseil qui dirigeait les affaires du village, il 
en édictait les lois, dirimait les débats : c’était le 
conseil législatif et judiciaire. Le chef représentait la 
force exécutive. Ce système “démocratique” a été 
soutenu par les dispositions des berbères à l’amour de 
l’indépendance, la confiance en soi et le secours 
mutuel. Ils ne supportaient pas d’être commandés par 
un seul prince qui les tyranniserait et se comporterait 
avec eux d’une manière ne correspondant pas à leur 
tempérament.28

Au début, ils vivaient dans une contrée sans 
ennemis aux alentours qui auraient pu les spolier et les 
dominer. Ils n’avaient pas l’idée de fonder un État 
pour concurrencer les autres. Leur vie n’était pas com
pliquée par la sédentarisation et l’urbanisation. Ils 
n’avaient pas besoin d’appareil administratif. Ils 
vivaient très simplement en tout, de sorte que chaque 
village a pu rester indépendant.29

A l’arrivée de l’islam, les berbères menaient cette 
vie comme les Arabes à La Mekke (al-Haydr Abâdî 
[1938]). Ils en ont adopté ce qui correspondait à leurs 
enseignements. Nous ne connaissons pas dans le 
détail la situation sociale au temps des mu‘tazilites. 
Peut-être était-elle proche de ce que nous en avons dit. 
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La mission ibâdhite commence avec le Ve/XIe siècle. 
Après un certain effort, ils ont sympathisé avec la 
population locale. Ils sont arrivés là progressivement 
et ont peuplé la région.

Certaines de ces vagues d’émigration avaient des 
raisons économiques: “Les sources d’eau s’étaient 
appauvries à Sadrâta et Warjalân. La vie devenait dif
ficile, surtout pour les propriétaires de troupeaux. Le 
seul moyen de sauver les bêtes était la région des Banî 
Mus‘ab. Ils ont donc décidé de s’y diriger” (Mu‘am- 
mar [1399/1979] 346). Mais il y avait aussi des rai
sons politiques. Les principales étaient la décadence 
de l’Etat des Banî Madrâr à Sijilmâsa en 366/976, 
l’arrivée des Banî Hilâl au Maghreb en 443/1050 et la 
première destruction de Sadrâta en 467/1075 par al- 
Mansûr b. al-Nâsir, un des princes de Banî Hammâd. 
La deuxième destruction eut lieu en 626/1229 par l’al- 
moravide Yahyâ b. Ishâq al-Mayûrqî, connu sous le 
nom de Ibn Ghâniya au cours de sa révolte contre les 
Almohades. Sadrâta fut définitivement détruite en 
672/1274.

À ces migrations collectives, il fut ajouter le fait 
que le wâdî Mzâb accueillait des familles ou des indi
vidus au cours des siècles, venant des régions citées 
ou d’autres. Ces migrants venaient en effet de Sadrâta, 
de Warjalân, du wâdî Arîgh, de Qasr banî Khafyân 
près d’al-Manî‘a, du mont ‘Ammûr, de Qasr al- 
Bukhârî, d’al-Madya, du wâdî Ghanîm près d’al- 
Abyadh Sîdî al-Chaykh, du mont Nafûsa, de l’île de 
Jerba, de Constantine et de Sijilmâsa.30

On a donné le nom de Banî Mzâb à l’ensemble de 
cette population au fur et à mesure qu’ils embrassaient 
l’ibâdhisme, même si au début cette appellation était 
tribale, puisqu’elle renvoyait à un ancêtre commun 
Musâb. Peu à peu elle s’est éloignée du tribalisme 
pour signifier une appartenance géographique, à 
laquelle s’est ajoutée le crédo musulman selon le rite 
ibâdhite. En fait mozabite veut dire ibâdhite et vice 
versa, même si l’ibâdhisme ne se résume pas dans 
cette population, comme on le sait. Alors tous ces 
gens-là se sont alliés aux mozabites originels pour 
construire et peupler leurs villages. Tous sont devenus 
les banî Muzâb et une organisation sociale cohérente 
s’est imposée à eux. En voici les elements.

La cité ('arch) se divise en plusieurs tribus (qabîla). 
Ainsi la cité des Banî Izgan est composé de trois 
tribus: Awlâd Yaddar, Awlâd Mûsâ et Awlâd ‘Anân. 
Masqueray affirme: “Au XIe/XVIIe s., les banî Isgan 
ont accueilli les Awlâd ‘Anân d’où est issue une troi
sième tribu indépendante. C’est ce qui les a aidés à 
conserver leur sécurité et à se protéger des dissensions 

internes. Cela leur a permis de se consacrer au labeur 
et à la prospérité de la ville et de l’oasis”. Chaque 
tribu comprend plusieurs sections ('achira). Chaque 
section élit un chef (ra’îs) qu’on appelle garant 
(dâmiri). Les garants d’une même tribu choisissent 
parmi eux un meneur (za'îm) qu’on appelle le maître 
(muqaddam) de la tribu. Le clan est dirigé par un 
maître et un autre maître le remplace. Et ceci à tour de 
rôle entre deux ou trois tribus. Le chef du clan est 
appelé chef du groupe (ra'îs al-jamâ'a), c’est-à-dire 
du groupe des garants.

Pour ce qui concerne les Banî Izgan, chacune des 
trois tribus avait cinq garants qui choisissaient le 
maître. Aucune section n’avait le droit de s’immiscer 
dans les affaires d’une autre, comme le prévoit l’ac
cord du cercle des 'azzâba des Banî Isgan en Rajab 
1198/1784. Le chaykh al-Garâdi définit ainsi la sec
tion “C’est un groupe de familles descendant, en 
général, d’un même ancêtre. Il semble que la section 
ne soit pas une unité généalogique ('irqiyya). Mais 
c’est une unité d’organisation ou unité sociale. Quoi
qu’il en soit, le premier noyau de la section est généa
logique (sulâliyya). Mais la possibilité d’accepter qui
conque demandant à y être affilié par simple choix ou 
par vassalité la sort du cadre de la tribu”. Chaque sec
tion a une maison dans la ville qu’on appelle Maison 
de la section (dâr al-'achîra). Les membres élus s’y 
rassemblent pour examiner les problèmes temporels et 
spirituels de leur section. C’est en effet la section qui 
s’occupe des affaires des orphelins, des veuves, des 
pauvres. Elle adopte les orphelins et leur choisit un 
tuteur en cas de décès du père sans que personne ne 
leur demande quoi que ce soit. C’est aussi la section 
qui paie le prix du sang (diyya l-qâtil).'' À la maison 
de la section ont lieu les festivités et c’est là aussi 
qu’on accueille les hôtes.32 Le conseil de chaque sec
tion a son budget, récupéré de tous les membres de la 
section, selon les possibilités de chacun. C’est dans ce 
budget que l’on trouve les ressources pour les 
dépenses sus-mentionnées et c’est aussi lui qui ali
mente les dépenses d’intérêt général de la ville.33

En effet, le conseil des garants ou réunion (jamâ'a) 
s’occupe des affaires publiques de la cité, il publie les 
décisions, il veille à conserver la sécurité et la protec
tion de la ville. Il a aussi son budget constitué à partir 
des différentes sections et dépense dans les travaux de 
construction de réalisations collectives, dans leur 
conservation, dans la répartition de l’eau et les bar
rages.

Il apparait ansi que chaque ville, dans la société 
mozabite, est indépendante. Elle est dirigée par le 
groupe des garants (jamâ'a al-dummân), élus au sein 
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de leurs sections. Pas de famille régnante, pas de 
classe militaire, ni de classe de notables. Et puisque 
que l’expansion aux dépens des autres n’a jamais été 
un de leurs buts, ils n’ont pas besoin de chefs mili
taires professionnels. Ils n’ont donc pas constitué 
d’armée, sinon pour se défendre ou sauver leurs 
frères.34

Avant d’en arriver à l’entraide entre les villes, il est 
important de s’arrêter à l’organisation de la garde 
dans chaque village. Elle est dirigée par un groupe 
appelé makârîs ou groupe de protection, amstûrdân 
ou amsûrdârC5 Les sources ne mentionnent pas la 
date de création de cet organisme. On pense cepen
dant que sa naissance est liée à la naissance des vil
lages et à celle des sections. En effet, parmi les prin
cipes fondamentaux des ibâdhites, figure la comman- 
derie du bien (al-amr bi-l-mairûf wa l-nahî "an al- 
munkar). D’un côte cette protection est une sorte de 
hisba et, d’un autre coté, une protection de la ville 
(hirâsa') contre tout agresseur éventuel. Dans son 
administration et sa gestion, cette institution est indé
pendante du système de la halqa et des conseils de 
section. Mais elle leur est liée moralement; elle est 
amenée spontanément à prendre un ensemble de déci
sions dans tous les domaines de son travail, sans 
opposition de quiconque.

Son activité se résume comme suit : veiller complè
tement à la sécurité générale, surveiller les travaux 
généraux, organiser les travaux volontaires, distribuer 
les aumônes en temps voulu, protéger la société des 
méfaits des délinquants, garder la sainteté du conseil 
des "azzâba, le protéger de tout ce qui peut le menacer 
de l’intérieur et de l’extérieur.

Cette institution se divise en trois classes: les petits, 
les moyens et les grands. Chaque classe a son comité 
et son chef qui organise ses activités et la relie à la 
classe supérieure. La classe des grands ressemble à un 
conseil de direction élargi à l’institution. Elle doit pla
nifier, organiser la protection, inspecter les gardiens 
pendant leur garde, découvrir leurs points faibles pour 
les réparer, être présente au comité des "azzâba pour 
les négociations et les remises en cause dans les 
affaires qui concernent les deux comités. La prési
dence du conseil revient au plus compétent de la 
classe des grands et au plus ancien dans l’organisa
tion.

Pour faire partie de l’institution, il faut remplir des 
conditions: piété, courage, discipline. La désignation 
se fait ainsi : le candidat doit présenter sa demande par 
l’intermédiaire d’un des membres du comité. On exa
mine avec soin sa candidature, puis, s’il remplit les 
conditions voulues, il est intégré à la classe des petits, 

quel que soit son age, son travail ou sa célébrité. Le 
siège permanent de cette institution est la mosquée (ce 
sont les écoles centrales coraniques). Son organisation 
intérieure diffère légèrement d’une ville à l’autre. 
L’image complète de ce régime est peut-être celle qui 
est pratiquée à Ghardâya. Prenons un exemple d’orga
nisation de la garde. La ville est divisée en zones 
(mintaqa') selon les cas. Chaque zone est considérée 
comme un centre (markaz far "î) secondaire. Trois 
hommes s’occupent de ce centre secondaire. L’un 
d’entre eux est responsable devant le chef suprême de 
l’institution. La fonction de ce centre secondaire est 
de diviser la zone selon les cas en secteurs (qism). 
Dans chacun d’entre eux fonctionne une brigade 
(firqa) formée de trois hommes dirigée par l’un 
d’entre eux, responsable devant le chef du centre 
secondaire. Chaque brigade est divisée en groupes 
(rifqa) composés de trois hommes et dirigés par l’un 
d’entre eux, responsable devant le chef de brigade. 
Ainsi la pyramide ascendante est la suivante: groupe, 
brigade, secteur secondaire, direction suprême.

Sans entrer dans les détails pratiques, il est impor
tant de signaler que les membres des groupes, quand 
ils commencent leur travail de gardes, doivent sortir 
incognito. Ils se reconnaissent par le mot de passe. Le 
travail commence en ville chaque soir avant le cou
cher du soleil et, dans l’oasis, après la prière de la fin 
de l’après-midi (asr\ Pendant l’après-midi et pour le 
reste de la journée, on trouve également un système 
propre à la garde.

Pour ce qui concerne le jugement des coupables, il 
existe aussi un système particulier cohérent qui 
permet de se dispenser de tout autre.36 Pour ceux qui 
sont convaincus de délinquance, ces comités ont des 
conseils de discipline complètement indépendants. 
Les jugements s’appliquent à tous les membres, y 
compris le chef. Ce conseil de la garde a une mission 
élevée pour la stabilité du régime, au cas où un dys
fonctionnement s’observe dans le conseil des "azzâba 
lui-même, lui qui est la plus haute autorité dans la 
ville. Au début, le conseil de la garde essaie de trouver 
un règlement à l’amiable et, s’il réussit, c’est bien ce 
qui lui est demandé. En cas d’échec, au moins 
soixante-dix membres de ce conseil doivent décider 
de renverser le régime. On passe ainsi à l’étape de 
l’exécution. Elle consiste à désigner de nouveaux 
membres du conseil des "azzâba pour remplacer les 
anciens. La nuit où ils en décident l’exécution, ils 
entourent la mosquée d’une garde renforcée, puis ils 
amènent les nouveaux "azzâba et ils attribuent à 
chacun d’entre eux une fonction. Tout doit être ter
miné avant l’aube. Ils empêchent les anciens de péné- 
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trer dans la mosquée pendant trois jours. Si la situa
tion s’apaise, on permet aux premiers de se déplacer, 
ils quittent la mosquée et retrouvent leurs activités.37

Il apparaît de ce qui précède que le pouvoir, dans la 
société mozabite, était au début entre les mains des 
chefs de section. Comment alors ce pouvoir est-il 
passé à l’instance religieuse? Il est difficile de fixer 
historiquement ce changement. Il semble que le phé
nomène se soit passé progressivement à travers le 
temps. On sait que le chaykh Abû ‘Abdallah Mu
hammad b. Bakr a diffusé le rite ibâdhite dans le wâdî 
Mzâb, en commençant par la ville d’al-‘Atf, au début 
du Ve/XIe siècle. C’est lui qui a enraciné les règles du 
système du cercle (halqa) à l’instar de ce qu’il avait 
connu dans les monts Nafûsa et dans les cercles de 
Abû ‘Ubayda dans la ville d’al-Basra. Mais la ten
dance didactique était prédominante dans ces pre
miers cercles. Ils se tenaient loin de toute vie citadine 
('umrâri), parfois dans des cavernes ou dans des lieux 
secrets. Ils n’étaient pas exempts de préoccupations 
concernant l’éducation et l’enseignement (al-Ja‘bîrî 
[1975]). Il semble que la mosquée ne fut employée 
dans ce but que dans la premiere moitié du VF/XIF 
siècle (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 29).

C’est Abû ‘Ammar ‘Abd al-Kâfî (570/1174) qui a 
eu un rôle décisif dans la préparation définitive de la 
statut du cercle des 'azzâba. En résumé, après un laps 
de temps difficile à préciser, le cercle des 'azzâba, 
dans son acception reconnue chez nous de pouvoir 
absolu tenant la place de l’imamat suprême, a occupé 
la première place dans les premières villes actuelles 
du Mzâb. On l’appelle le petit imamat. Sans entrer 
dans les détails (al-Ja‘bîrî [1975]), le cercle des 
'azzâba a le pouvoir de choisir ses membres sans 
aucune intervention extérieure. Dans chaque section 
Çachîrà) de la ville, on choisit des représentants 
parmi les hommes les plus savants, vertueux et presti
gieux, pourvu qu’ils soient issus de la maison des étu
diants (dâr al-talâmîdh).3* Si on n’en trouve pas dans 
la section, on en chosit parmi les imsûrdâ, c’est-à-dire 
exclusivement ceux qui fréquentent les mahâdhir.39 
Sans compter le chaykh, les 'azzâba sont au nombre 
de douze : l’imam, le muezzin, trois maîtres d’ensei
gnement coranique aux enfants des mahâdhir, cinq 
laveurs de morts et deux préposés aux finances de la 
mosquée.40 Les 'azzâba doivent dirimer entre les 
opposants dans une querelle.41 Ils veillent à conserver 
l’intérêt général, à organiser les marchés, les abattoirs, 
les adductions d’eau et les barrages. Le pouvoir de 
décision revient cependant au chaykh du cercle. C’est 
le dernier recours. Il doit aussi commander l’armée, 
s’occuper de la guerre et des moyens de défense, 

conclure les pactes et les alliances (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd 
[1992] 28-33).

On constate ainsi que le rôle des 'azzâba est mul
tiple. II englobe les aspects religieux, didactique, 
social, judiciaire, militaire et économique. C’est vrai
ment un petit imamat. Par rapport au grand imamat, il 
ne lui manque que d’établir les sanctions (hudûd) et 
d’organiser un Etat dans le plein sens du terme. C’est 
pour cela que les villes qui suivent ce système ressem
blent à des Etats. Elles ne sont pas des États parce que 
jamais elle n’ont oeuvré pour s’ aggrandir. Elles se 
sont contenté de cette organisation pour protéger leur 
existence et conserver leur foi. C’est un des traits dis
tinctifs de la cité-état. Il s’est réalisé clairement dans 
le wâdî Mzâb.

Il nous reste à nous interroger sur le côté répressif 
qui peut contraindre une communauté à obéir aux 
ordres. C’est le système de la walâya et de la barâ'a 
(al-Ja‘bîrî [1975] 98-113). Celui qui se trouvait dans 
la walâya des musulmans avait les mêmes droits et les 
mêmes devoirs. Mais quand le comité, par la bouche 
de son chaykh, déclarait la barâ'a de quelqu’un, les 
gens de la ville l’isolaient et n’avaient plus de contact 
avec lui, jusqu’à ce qu’i 1 se repente devant Dieu et les 
musulmans. Si la masse42 se révoltait contre un des 
ordres du cercle, les 'azzâba déclaraient la grève. Ils 
restaient dans la mosquée sans accomplir leur travail 
habituel. Ils empêchaient les gens d’entrer au marché 
et dans la cité jusqu’à ce qu’ils obtempèrent (al-Ja‘bîrî 
[1975] 112).

Il est donc clair que le système des 'azzâba n’a pas 
mis fin au système des sections qui s’occupait des 
affaires de la cité. Le cercle se servait des chefs de 
section pour les aider à exécuter leurs décisions au 
niveau de chaque section. Il les consultaient parfois 
pour des questions sociales qui leur étaient soumises. 
Mais jamais la masse ne pouvait s’immiscer dans les 
affaires propres au cercle. Pour les questions relatives 
aux femmes, le cercle s’aidait d’un comité religieux 
féminin appelé “groupe des laveuses” ou timsirdîn. 
On pense que ce système était lié, dès son apparition, 
au système du cercle, même si on ne le signale de 
manière précise qu’au IXe/XVe siècle. La fonction des 
membres de ce conseil était de laver le corps des 
femmes mortes, des jeunes filles et des enfants, de 
vérifier la puberté des filles, de s’occuper des nais
sances et des grossesses, de répandre les statuts des 
règles et des envies (nifâs), de combattre les innova
tions blâmables, de déclarer l’excommunication des 
révoltées au conseil hebdomadaire du dhikr.

Ceci au niveau de chaque ville. Au niveau du 
Mzâb, les villes formaient une union que dirigeait un 
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conseil comprenant des représentants de tous les habi
tants de ces villes: savants, membres du cercle des 
'azzâba, notables des villages. On peut le voir claire
ment dans les décisions prises au nom des talaba et de 
la masse. Le chaykh Abû 1-Yaqzân dit que “les ses
sions de cette union étaient périodiques. Elles se 
tenaient à des moments divers selon les nécessités, à 
quinze jours ou trois mois d’intervalle, dans trois 
endroits: rawdha Abû Mahdî ‘Isâ b. Ismâ‘îl 
(971/1564) à Malîka, rawdha Abû ‘Abd al-Rahmân 
al-Kurtî (VP/XIFs.) à Malîka et rawdha Sa‘îd al-Jarbî 
(X7XVIcs.) à Ghardâya”.

Le conseil s’attribuait tout lieu où il se tenait. 
C’était un seul conseil, non pluriel, avec son système 
propre. Sa plus ancienne décison connue remonte à 
807/1406 et sa plus récente à 1326/1903. Ce conseil 
semble être passé par plusieurs stades: constitutif, 
exécutif et judiciaire, puisqu’il est devenu haute cour 
d’appel et de cassation (al-Ja‘bîrî [1975] 90-91). Il 
apparaît donc que le chaykh ‘Ammî Sa‘îd n’est pas le 
fondateur de cette institution puisque des décisions 
ont été prises avant lui. Ce haut conseil est constituant 
(tachrVî). C’est lui qui vote les lois et les jugements 
concernant les crimes, les délits et les infractions. Il 
décide aussi des règlements intérieurs concernant la 
vie de la masse comme l’acceptation d’une monnaie 
et le refus d’une autre ou la vérification des poids et 
mesures. - Le président de ce conseil est appelé 
chaykh du wâdî Mzâb. Les 'azzâba des villages l’éli
sent parmi eux. On l’installe au cours d’une réunion 
générale des "azzâba. Ils le coiffent d’un turban blanc 
bien connu, on invoque sur lui les bénédictions de 
Dieu. C’est le chaykh du wâdî Mzâb qui est le com
mandant de la communauté si un ennemi l’attaque. 
Dans ce cas-là, on le considère comme imam de la 
défense. C’est lui qui promulgue les accords entérinés 
par le conseil. Il ne peut publier un décret pour tous 
les habitants du wâdî avant de recourir à la tenue du 
conseil et de s’être mis d’accord avec lui (al-Hâjj 
Sa‘îd [1992] 50).

Malgré la coordination entre le système des sec
tions et celui des ‘azzâba, ce milieu mozabite n’était 
pas exempt de dissensions internes qui paralysaient 
souvent ces villes ou du moins empêchaient certaines 
d’entre elles de prospérer au cours de quelques étapes 
de leur histoire. Yûsuf b. Bakîr al-Hâjj Sa‘îd consi
dère que les motifs de ces dissensions sont nombreux. 
Il en énumère quelques-uns de la manière suivante:

- La décadence culturelle de manière générale.
- L’absence d’un pouvoir temporel décisif, comme 

une année organisée ou une police.

- L’esprit tribal que nourrissaient le principe de soli
darité et la défense de l’honneur. L’individu pouvait 
amener sa section ou sa tribu à une lutte qui se 
généralisait à la ville et peut-être même à la région. 
Ces combats ne dépassaient pas ce cadre et 
n’évoluaient pas vers une guerre entre deux vil
lages au cours de laquelle l’un d’entre eux voulait 
envahir l’autre.

- Le dédoublement du clan (saff). C’est la cause la 
plus importante. Les sections mozabites constitu
aient deux blocs: la lignée occidentale et la lignée 
orientale. La lignée occidentale groupait les Awlâd 
‘Ammî ‘Isâ, les ‘Afâfra et les Madhâbîh de 
Ghardâya, les Awlâd Mûsâ et les Awlâd Idir de 
Banî Izgan, les Awlâd ‘Abdallah d’al-‘Atf et Bû- 
nûra tous les habitants de Malîka y compris les mâ- 
likites originaires de Matlîlî, les Awlâd ‘Al’âhum, 
les Al Bâla et les ‘Atâticha d’al-Qarâra. La lignée 
orientale groupait de Ghardâya les Awlâd Bâs- 
lîman, les Nachâchiba et les Awlâd Yûnus, de Banî 
Izgan les Awlâd ‘Anân, d’al-‘Atf les Awlâd Jil- 
mâm, de Bûnûra les Awlâd Nûh et les Awlâd Is- 
mâ‘îl, d’al-Qarâra les Awlâd al-Zît, et tous les habi
tants de Barrayân (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 71).

Il faut remarquer qu’il y a un autre motif auquel al- 
Hâjj Sa‘îd n’a pas été attentif, c’est la convivialité 
avec d’autres tribus non ibâdhites au Mzâb, comme 
les Madhâbîh, les Banî Marzûq, les Ch‘âmba et 
d’autres. Souvent des querelles naissaient de pro
blèmes généalogiques ou rituels. Quant à l’élément 
juif de Jerba, il ne provoqua aucun trouble (al-Hâjj 
Sa‘îd [1992] 74).

Citons trois types de ces querelles internes:

a) En 1234/1819, naquit une dissension à al-Qarâra 
entre les deux lignées. Elle dura trois ans. Elle se 
termina par la bataille d’al-Bâsûr au cours de 
laquelle moururent des centaines de Marâzaliya et 
de ‘Atâticha. C’était des bédouins qu’avaient 
précédé les habitants d’al-Qarâra au XVIIIe siècle. 
Les habitants de Ghardâya participèrent à cette dis
sension, ainsi que d’autres de Malîka, Bûnûra, al- 
‘Atf, al-Madhâbîh et al-Ch‘âmba. Ils organisèrent 
une campagne à al-Qarâra pour soutenir la lignée 
orientale contre la lignée occidentale, le 10 
muharram 1236/1821. - En jumâda 1er 1238/1823, 
les orientaux se réfugièrent à Barrayân et les occi
dentaux détruisirent la moitié de leur quartier. Ils 
donnèrent l’autre moitié, ainsi que leurs palmiers 
dans l’oasis, aux ‘Atâticha qui y habitèrent.

b) Parfois le motif de la dissension était futile, comme 
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c’est le cas d’une querelle née à al-‘Atf pour une 
double dénomination d’un même légume local: 
tâmîsâ ou tâkhsâyt. Ils construisirent un rempart 
qui divisa la ville en deux. La décision de sup
primer ce mur fut prise à la fin du XVIIIe siècle.

c) En 1226/1811, le sang coula entre les Awlâd Mûsâ 
et les Awlâd ‘Anân à Banî Izgan. Le motif en était 
les Dabâdiba qui habitaient l’oasis et qui 
répandaient des calomnies parmi ses habitants (al- 
Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 75-76).

Quoiqu’il en soit de ces dissensions internes et des 
brouilles qu’elles provoquaient dans la société, elles 
ne sont jamais parvenues à décomposer le milieu 
mozabite au cours des temps. Au contraire, ces cités- 
états sont restées fermes devant tous ceux qui ont 
essayé de les dominer de l’extérieur, comme on peut 
le constater par les faits suivants:

a) Au début du XIe/XVIIIe siècle, un ennemi appelé 
Ibn Douma est venu de l’occident avec son armée. 
On attribua l’imamat de la défense au chaykh 
Dahmân. Les mozabites ont ainsi combattu et 
vaincu l’ennemi.

b) Le bey de Constantine Sâlih a essayé de rallier le 
Mzâb à son gouvemorat en 1206/1792. Les moz
abites refusèrent avec succès.

c) Les mozabites refusent de livrer les villages à 
l’émir ‘Abd al-Qâdir en 1838, malgré leur soutien 
au même émir dans sa lutte contre les occupants 
français (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 55-71).

À partir de ces exemples, il est clair que ces querelles 
ne font que renforcer la cohésion des mozabites qui 
leur a permis de bien se comporter dans les pires des 
cas. Le colonialisme français lui-même malgré son 
interventionnisme, a accepté de ne pas intervenir dans 
leurs affaires spirituelles. Ainsi ils ont pu conserver 
complètement leur identité musulmane. Avant 
d’aborder la vie intellectuelle au Mzâb, il faut dire un 
mot de la femme, qui représente la moitié de la 
société, et de la langue, pour mettre en valeur leur 
importance dans la conservation de l’identité moza
bite. Les chercheurs ont montré un grand intérêt pour 
la situation de la femme mozabite (Goichon [1927], 
[1931]). La conclusion de ces études est que la moza
bite, comme sa soeur du milieu musulman tradi
tionnel, est la base de la conservation de la pureté de 
la race. Pour garder son honneur, cette femme ne sort 
pas de chez elle sinon voilée.43 Chez elle, elle n’a qu’a 
vivre à l’ombre de son mari et de ses enfants et dans le 
cadre des “personnes autorisées” (mahârim). Cette 

manière d’être cachée ne l’empêche pas de recevoir sa 
part de culture musulmane, sous la direction du 
conseil des femmes dépendant du cercle des ‘azzâba, 
pour qu’elle puisse enraciner dans ses enfants la 
morale musulmane élevée. Celà ne l’empêchait pas 
non plus de participer effectivement à aider son mari, 
grâce à ses tissages, à subvenir aux besoins de la 
famille. La femme a un lien organique avec la vie 
publique. Elle assiste à toutes les leçons générales 
données dans la mosquée. Là, elle entend l’ensemble 
des décisions qui intéressent la ville au moment où le 
chaykh du cercle les promulgue. Elle participe, avec 
sa fortune personnelle, aux projets d’intérêt collectif. 
En plus de cela, il y a des leçons partculières aux 
femmes, données par un chaykh derrière un voile ou 
par une des femmes elles-mêmes. Dans ces conseils 
de femmes, elle peut discuter les questions qu’elle 
veut. Chaque semaine, les femmes ont un cercle pour 
le dhikr, présidé par le comité des femmes dans 
chaque ville. L’ensemble des femmes mozabites a 
aussi une rencontre collective dans une des villes, 
appelée “Pas de divinité sinon Allah” (Zà ilâha illâ 
Allah). Elle y apprenait tout ce qu’il y avait de récent, 
sans oublier le rappel des gloires passées. Et tout le 
monde connaît la place qu’occupait la femme ibâdhite 
dans son milieu au moment de la fondation du rite 
dans la ville de Basra (al-Chammâkhî [1301] 82-83). 
Les études récentes sur la femme mozabite insistent 
également sur le fait qu’elle émigre de la vallée pour 
accompagner son mari partant travailler à l’extérieur 
laissant une place vide dans le milieu mozabite.

Si l’on replace cette question dans son milieu géo
graphique et historique, on peut lui trouver des justifi
cations objectives qui n’étaient pas particulières aux 
mozabites. En effet, dans le passé les circonstances de 
l’émigration n’étaient pas faciles comme maintenant. 
On insistait pour maintenir la femme au Mzâb surtout 
au temps du colonialisme français de peur d’amener la 
communauté à l’égarement.44

Nous connaissons des mozabites qui refusent les 
décisions des ‘azzâba concernant la non migration de 
la femme et qui pensent que c’est le facteur principal 
de la désintégration de la famille mozabite, en la pri
vant de la protection constante du mari et de sa garde 
naturelle. Celà conduit les hommes à la corruption ou 
au mariage avec des non mozabites. D’autres pensent 
que ces décisions sont le vrai bouclier du milieu 
mozabite. En effet, l’homme revient quelle que soit sa 
déviance. Mais si les enfants sont nés ailleurs, il n’y a 
plus moyen de les relier à leur milieu originel. En 
dépit de la divergence d’opinion, la femme mozabite 
demeure un des fondements de la préservation de 
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l’identité mozabite qui permet effectivement à la ville 
mozabite d être classée parmi les cités-états.

Les mozabites aujourd’hui n’ont rien à se repro
cher. Ils ont peuplé le Tell algérien de leurs femmes et 
de leurs enfants. Ils y ont implanté une autre manière 
de préserver leur identité. Ainsi, dans chaque ville où 
ils sont allés, ils ont construit un lieu de prière et une 
école, et instauré une vie collective en organisant des 
voyages vers le Mzâb chaque fois que l’occasion se 
présente. Apparaît ainsi la faille dans les conceptions 
des anciens. En effet, à chaque époque les solutions 
qui lui conviennent. La femme mozabite reste moza
bite et préserve son identité et celle de son groupe, ou 
qu’elle aille, si elle est consciente de cette identité.

La langue mozabite est une langue amâzîgh, d’ori
gine zanâta, très proche du châwiya et du nafûsî.45 Sa 
caractéristique est le commencement des mots par une 
consonne muette, comme dans tmârt pour la barbe. 
Elle peut comporter aussi deux consonnes muettes à la 
suite, comme dans l’exemple précédent. Il ne paraît 
pas utile de citer ses autres caractéristiques. La langue 
mozabite a été très influencée par la langue coranique. 
Mais les mots qui lui ont été empruntés n’ont pas 
gardé leur forme primitive: les mozabites les ont 
transformés pour qu'ils répondent aux règles de leur 
langue de façon à s’harmoniser avec celle-ci. On ne 
peut apercevoir de leur caractère emprunté que si l’on 
connaît leur origine. Par exemple, yatzâll vient de 
yusallî (il prie). La langue mozabite est très riche en 
proverbes. Les mozabites ont aussi des poèmes qu’ils 
chantent à l’occasion.

Ils utilisent cette langue dans la conversation quoti
dienne, non seulement, au Mzâb, mais aussi partout 
où deux mozabites se rencontrent. Pour la majorité 
des mozabites, parler une autre langue est considéré 
comme une atteinte à l’identité. Ils continuent à la 
faire évoluer et à en prendre soin. S’ils s’aperçoivent 
qu’un non mozabite commence à la comprendre, ils 
en changent les significations. Ainsi l’interlocuteur 
croit comprendre, mais en réalité ce n’est pas le cas. 
Toutes les leçons à la mosquée et toutes les décisions 
sont promulguées en mozabite. Même le texte du 
Coran et de la sunna sont expliqués dans cette langue. 
Ainsi le mozabite sent que sa langue est une partie 
indissociable de son identité, aussi bien dans la 
société mozabite qu’à l’extérieur. La langue est un des 
piliers fondamentaux de la cité-état mozabite.46

Avant de terminer l’étude de la société mozabite, il 
nous paraît utile de mentionner un dernier facteur de 
cohésion, ce sont les festivités qui ont lieu en diffé
rentes occasions et en particulier lors des fêtes reli
gieuses de fin de ramadan et du sacrifice du mouton.47

En effet, les talaba se rassemblent un certain 
nombre de vendredis dans un des cimetières et se 
répartissent la lecture du Coran en quatre conseils: de 
la sourate al-Baqara jusqu’à celle â’al-Kahf, de la 
sourate Maryam à la sourate al-Rahmân, de celle-ci à 
la sourate al-Mulk, et de cette dernière à la fin. Après 
la prière du soir, ils se réunissent pour réciter le Coran. 
Puis vient la cérémonie de clôture et les invocations 
de la part de l’ensemble des membres du cercle des 
‘azzâba. A la séance de l’après-midi, assiste un grand 
nombre de fidèles. Le matin, on distribue les 
aumônes: dattes, pain et autre. Quand tout est fini, les 
talaba et la masse se rassemblent pour manger et on 
distribue de la viande aux talaba.

Au mois de mars de chaque année, on organise dans 
tout le Mzâb une visite aux lieux historiques. Après la 
visite et l’exhortation, on distribue de la nourriture, 
puis tout le monde se réunit l’après-midi pour réciter 
le Coran et invoquer Dieu d’arroser le pays et de le 
protéger.

De la même manière, on organise une fête pour dire 
adieu aux pèlerins de la Mekke et pour les accueillir à 
leur retour (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 56).

Il me paraît nécessaire de signaler que les moza
bites ont un habit unique de couleur blanche obliga
toire dans toutes les mosquées. Grâce à ce vêtement, 
on peut distinguer les talaba, membres du cercle et du 
centre de direction, du reste des individus de la com
munauté qu’on appelle la masse (‘awàn). Cette exi
gence renforce le sentiment d’appartenance, en parti
culier hors du Mzâb. On a l’impression d’être dans 
une ville où les gens vivent en harmonie et dans un 
lien mutuel comme une colonne militaire. Celà 
dépasse les critères mêmes de la cité-état.

3. La vie intellectuelle au Mzâb
Il ne me paraît pas nécessaire de m’étendre outre 
mesure sur l’activité intellectuelle au Mzâb, même si 
elle est une des composantes essentielles de la ville 
mozabite. Je crains en effet que cela ne devienne un 
exposé trop long de la pensée ibâdhite (Ennami 
[1971]). Je me contenterai donc de citer quelques par
ticularités qui montrent que ce facteur est la chaîne du 
tissu social mozabite, tandis que tous les autres fac
teurs ensemble en constituent la trame.

À la fin du IVe/Xe siècle au Maghreb, les ibâdhites 
ont voulu faire du wâdî Mzâb une nouvelle étape dont 
on devrait tenir compte à l’avenir pour l’enracinement 
de leur authenticité. Cette étape était délicate dans la 
mesure où elle correspondait au passage du comporte
ment de manifestation extérieure (zwAwr) à celui de 
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l’organisation interne (kitmâri). Le premier qui a 
appelé clairement à ce changement est le chaykh Fasîl 
b. Abû Mis war (Vc/XIe) de l’île de Jerba. Il ordonna à 
son disciple Abû ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Bakr de 
jeter les bases des règles du cercle, connues plus tard 
sous le nom al-Sîra l-miswariyya l-bakriyya. On a vu 
précédemment que cet homme lui-même avait été 
proposé par les gens d’Arîgh pour fonder le premier 
village du Mzâb et apprivoiser ses habitants qui 
étaient mu‘tazilites. Ainsi le chaykh Abû ‘Abdallah a 
enraciné tout le patrimoine ibâdhite précédent dans un 
nouveau milieu, de sorte que ces semailles donnent 
bientôt du fruit. Effectivement, l’intuition de ces 
chaykhs va se réaliser.

On ne s’étonnera donc pas de voir l’historien moza- 
bite Yûsuf b. Bakîr al-Hâjj Sa‘îd affirmer: “Si l’on 
jette un coup d’oeil rapide aux siècles qui ont précédé 
la dernière partie de cette époque de l’histoire du 
Mzâb -il veut dire de la fin du VIIIc/XIVe siècle à la 
moitié du XIII7XIX6 siècle- on constate que les 
mozabites se sont contentés, au cours de ces siècles, 
c’est-à-dire du début du Ve/XIe siècle à la fin du 
VIII7XIVe siècle, d’une consommation culturelle. Ils 
s’appuyaient entièrement sur les livres ibâdhites de 
Warjalân, de Jerba, du mont Nafûsa et autres. Chaque 
fois qu’ils ont senti un vide culturel, ils ont demandé à 
leurs frères de leur envoyer un de leurs chaykhs, dont 
la lumière s’éteignait rapidement. Ce qui est nouveau, 
au cours de cette période, c’est que les mozabites ont 
commencé à compter sur eux-mêmes. Ils sont donc 
passés du statut de consommateurs à celui de produc
teurs dans le domaine culturel. Un certain nombre 
d’entre eux nous ont laissé un grand patrimoine de 
réalisations, que ce soit dans le domaine de la compo
sition ou celui de la correction dans tous les domaines 
sociaux” (al-Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 77].

Parmi ceux qui ont eu une influence durable sur la 
société mozabite, je me contenterai donc de citér sept 
savants : Bâ ‘Abd al-Rahmân al-Kurtî al-Zanâtî (VIe/ 
XIIe), ‘Ammî Sa‘îd al-Jarbî (Xe/XVIe). Abû Mahdî 
‘Isâ b. Ismâ‘îl (971/1564), ‘Abd al-‘Azîz al-Thamîmî 
(1223/1808), Hammû b. Bâhmad Bâkallî (1301/ 
1884), le pôle des imams Amhammad b. Yûsuf At- 
fayyach (1332/1914) et Ibrâhîm Bayyûdh (1401/ 
1981).

Ces savants, et d’autres que nous ne pouvons pas 
citer, ont permis à chaque ville du Mzâb d’avoir son 
existence propre. De même ils ont créé un lien sacré 
basé sur la foi entre les différentes villes du Mzâb qui 
leur ont permis de constituer une véritable cité-état, 
préservant et défendant son identité, sans mettre à mal 
celle des autres et sans s’étendre à leur dépens. Et ceci 

dans une harmonie interne évidente et un clair souci 
de se bien comporter avec le gouvernement turc 
quand il s’est installé en Algérie, puis avec le colonia
lisme français, et enfin au moment de l’indépendance.

Tous ces savants, et le reste des mozabites avec 
eux, ont bien senti qu’ils étaient une minorité et qu’ils 
devaient pratiquer l’organisation interne (kitmâri). Ils 
se sont ainsi exposés à la mort, avec une grande 
sagesse, pour préserver ce secret. Ils ont fait de leur 
rite le fondement de leur existence à l’ombre de 
l’islam. Ils ont maintenu l’ibâdhisme comme credo, 
droit et morale. Je vais me contenter d’en citer les 
traits les plus marquants, grâce auxquels l’individu se 
rattache à son groupe sans nuire à autrui.

Le credo Çaqîda) repose d’abord sur la transcen
dance absolue {tanzîh) vis-à-vis du Créateur pour tout 
ce qui concerne les choses divines. La grande preuve 
de Dieu pour l'humanité, ce sont les propriétés par 
rapport au donné révélé. La responsabilité du 
musulman repose entièrement sur le kasb dans les 
actions humaines. Le credo est foi, parole et acte. 
Celui qui meurt en état de grand péché (kabîra) sans 
s’être repenti sera éternellement en enfer.

Le droit (fiqh) est basé sur ces fondements reli
gieux, selon ce qu’on appelle le plus prudent (ô/?wûT) 
pour prendre des décisions sans sortir du cercle des 
commandements du coran, de la tradition du Prophète 
{sunna), du consensus de la communauté musulmane 
{lgmâa) et de l’effort de l’interprétation {Igtihâd).

Quant au comportement moral (sulûk) dépendant, 
de ce droit, il est régi par les principes de l’apparte
nance (walâya) et de l’excommunication (barâ'a) 
personnelle évoqués plus haut. Tout homme qui s’en 
écarte par un péché est fautif par rapport à lui-même 
et à la communauté. Toute la communauté doit colla
borer sous la bannière de ses chefs, ou bien dans la 
manifestation d’un imam juste et ou bien en tenant 
secret le système du cercle considéré comme un petit 
imamat, pour l’empêcher de s’égarer, en s’efforçant 
de le réformer. S’il persiste et s’enorgueillit, on l’ex
communie comme l’a fait le Prophète, que le salut soit 
sur lui, avec les trois qui se sont abstenus de participer 
à l’attaque de Tabouk.48 Si quelqu’un est excom
munié, tous les mozabites doivent rompre avec lui, y 
compris sa femme et ses enfants, par exemple, pour sa 
femme, en se contentant de lui tendre la nourriture 
sans lui parler.

Il ne faudrait pas croire que ce châtiment contrai
gnant a soudé les mozabites entre eux. Il est évident 
que l’on n’y avait recours que dans les cas extrêmes, 
comme le médecin a recours à l’amputation d’un 
membre seulement quand la maladie s’est installée de 
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telle sorte que les médecins désespèrent de le sauver 
par des remèdes. Ce qui a soudé les mozabites entre 
eux, ce sont de nombreux facteurs dogmatiques, civi
lisationnels, linguistiques et sociaux, comme le senti
ment d’être comme des briques solidaires dans une 
construction musulmane toute prête et qui les relie 
entre eux. Ils ont goûté la douceur de vivre dans cette 
entité. Dès son plus jeune âge, l’individu est sous une 
constante protection. Son père l’envoie à la mahdhara 
chaque jour avant l’appel à la prière de l’aube. Il 
accompagne ses semblables à l’aller et au retour. Là, il 
se trouve avec des chaykhs, les membres du cercle, 
experts dans l’art d’éduquer et de fonder une exis
tence. De là commence le périple qui va continuer au 
cours de toutes les étapes de sa vie. Aucune institution 
ne le lâche sans qu’une autre le prenne en charge. Et 
ceci dans tous les domaines de l’existence, qu’il vive 
au Mzâb ou en dehors, où se trouve une communauté 
mozabite.49

A notre avis, c’est le facteur spontané essentiel, 
quasiment inné, qui permet au mozabite de sentir que 
son existence n’est valable que par son groupe, tout 
comme le poisson ne peut vivre hors de la mer. De 
manière naturelle, il s’efforce de participer de manière 
effective à la construction de cette entité, de la place 
qu’il occupe, qu’il soit en haut ou en bas de l’échelle. 
Il sait qu’il est le premier bénéficiaire de cette partici
pation. C’est ainsi que le Mzâb a été et reste encore 
réellement une cité-état.

4. La vie économique au Mzâb
Dans son histoire, à propos des mozabites, Ahmad 
Tawfîq al-Madanî écrit: “Le Mzâb, dont la capitale est 
Ghardâya, est un des pays les plus étranges et les plus 
étonnants du globe. Ses habitants sont parmi les plus 
sérieux, travailleurs et industrieux de la terre. Ils se 
sont installés dans une région désolée où ils vivent 
encore de leur travail, au point d’y avoir fondé une 
civilisation et des villes. Ils ont fabriqué des oasis 
merveilleuses et des jardins au milieu d’une terre 
déserte et sauvage”.50

Effectivement, dès le début de la mission de Abû 
‘Abdallah au Mzâb, ses habitants se sont transformés 
progressivement avec les nouveaux immigrants, d’une 
société nomade vivant de l’élevage des troupeaux, des 
semailles saisonnières, du tissage des tentes et des 
vêtements en poil de chameau ou en laine, à une 
société citadine sédentaire, vivant de l’agriculture. Ils 
ont tiré grandement profit des compétences de ceux 
qui venaient de différents pays dans les divers 

domaines des moyens de subsistance, et en particulier 
dans le domaine de l’agriculture permanente. C’est 
ainsi que le palmier est parvenu au Mzâb venant du 
wâdî Arîgh et de Sadrâta. Les mozabites ont pu créer 
des oasis artificielles dans la vallée du Mzâb et de ses 
affluents. Ils ont tiré profit de la dureté du climat grâce 
à leur solide credo, leur comportement exemplaire, 
leur patience à toute épreuve, leur effort constant et 
leur sacralisation du travail manuel.51 Dans leur exis
tence quotidienne, ils suivaient un régime d’austérité 
et appliquaient le principe de l’auto-suffisance. C’est 
essentiel par rapport à la cité-état. Le palmier est resté 
le pivot de leur économie. Ils en mangent, de ses 
troncs ils construisent les plafonds de leurs maisons, 
fabriquent leur mobilier et leurs ustensiles, à leur 
ombre ils se reposent et sous leur frondaison ils 
sèment légumes et fruits.

Mais d’où provenait l’eau puisqu’il ne pleut prati
quement pas? Des puits. Ces gens-là se sont ingénié à 
revivifier leur vallée en creusant des puits avec une 
détermination sincère et une patience assidue. Ils ont 
ainsi creusé environ 3.000 puits dont la plupart à plus 
de 60 mètres de profondeur. Autour d’eux, ils ont 
sémé leurs champs de palmiers dont le nombre 
dépasse les 200.000. A part les puits, ils ont construit 
dans les montagnes des rigoles pour rassembler les 
eaux de pluie et les orienter vers leurs jardins. Dans la 
vallée du Mzâb et de ses affluents, ils ont aussi érigé 
des barrages de diverse importance. A celà s’ajoute 
une organisation remarquable du système de distribu
tion des eaux à égalité, sans en perdre une goutte (al- 
Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 37-42).

Ceci n’est-il pas suffisant pour fonder une entité et 
lier entre eux les éléments de cette société pour 
dominer l’existence et constituer une société basée sur 
l’auto-suffisance. C’est une des bases nécessaires 
pour créer et défendre une cité-état.

Mais les mozabites ont-ils pu se suffire de l’agricul
ture? Naturellement non. A leur commerce local, ils 
ont ajouté le commerce dans toutes les régions du 
pays qui a amené des fortunes considérables. Cepen
dant, contrairement à ce que pensent certains, le com
merce n’a pas été le motif de la création des villes 
mozabites, cependant il a contribué effectivement à 
leur croissance économique et sociale. Les habitants 
de Ghardâya allaient surtout à Constantine, Sétif et 
Ghélizane. Ceux de Banî Izgan vers Constantine, 
Guelma, Souk Ahras et Blida. Certains mozabites 
allaient à Tunis, en Libye et en Egypte, puis en 
France. En outre, les habitants de chaque ville étaient 
spécialisés dans un domaine particulier. Par exemple, 
les habitants de Ghardâya et ceux de Banî Izgan ven- 
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daient surtout des tissus et des vêtements (al-Hâjj 
Sa‘îd [1992] 45).

Le principe, dans tout celà, n’était pas seulement le 
commerce pour gagner de l’argent, mais le commerce 
était une école pour former des générations au gain 
licite et au maintien des liens avec la mère patrie. A 
chaque fois qu’un groupe s’est constitué, on a fondé 
une Maison du groupe (dâr al-jamâ‘a), sous une sage 
direction, qui s’est peu à peu transformée en lieu de 
prières, en écoles, en cellule mozabite intégrée met
tant cette section en contact constant avec l’origine. 
Ainsi le commerce n’était pas un moyen de s’im
miscer dans les affaires des autres et de pénétrer dans 
les autres milieux, mais un des facteurs de la nostalgie 
de la patrie et du travail pour participer à sa vivifica
tion.

Cette extension au dehors a donné aux mozabites 
des sièges permanents dans tous les coins du pays, 
puis en Tunisie et maintenant en France. La maison 
des mozabites est considérée comme un modèle 
vivant de lien de l’être humain avec son identité. Nous 
n’oublions pas non plus les biens de main-morte 
(waqf) constitués par le mozabites à Jedda, La Mekke 
et Médine, pour permettre aux pèlerins mozabites de 
pratiquer les rites de la meilleure manière possible (al- 
Hâjj Sa‘îd [1992] 115, 198, 234, 235).

On voit ainsi que la vie matérielle a prosperée avec 
la vie spirituelle pour faire vivre ces villes implantées 
dans un désert au milieu du désert. Elles les ont trans
formées en oasis de richesse auxquelles les habitants 
sont fiers d’appartenir, corps et âme. Aussi les cher
cheurs qui classent les villes du monde ont-ils eu 
raison de les placer parmi les cités-états.

5. La vie politique au Mzâb
Nous avons vu qu’une opinion ibâdhite répandue au 
Maghreb décida de commencer l’entrée dans la phase 
de l’organisation interne (kitmân) au début du Ve/XIe 
siècle. La fondation du Mzâb fut un des fruits de cette 
décision. On ne s’étonnera pas alors de constater que 
les mozabites n’ont pensé ni à fonder un état, ni à 
constituer un appareil d’état au cours de l’histoire. 
Nous n’avons pas non plus connaissance que, dans 
leur existence, ils aient pensé à instituer un imamat 
manifeste (zuhûr), ni une de ses administrations, telle 
que le vizirat selon ses deux conceptions: guerre 
(sayf) et chancellerie (qalam). Ils se sont contentés du 
système du cercle (halqa), ou petit imamat. Cela leur 
a permis de bien préserver leur identité interne. Ils 
n’ont eu recours à l’imamat de défense que dans 
quelques circonstances contraignantes pour repousser 

une agression d’ennemis. Quant à l’imamat du chirâ' 
la stabilité de la vie de ce milieu les en a dispensé.

Nous avons montré comment le système du cercle a 
permis, au niveau de chaque ville et à celui de l’en
semble des villes, de bien organiser les affaires spiri
tuelles et temporelles. C’est donc une sorte de poli
tique sage qui a garanti aux ibâdhites la part de bon
heur que chacun souhaitait. Nous voulons dire que les 
mozabites ont gardé leur identité et leur personnalité 
jusqu’à ce que l’Algérie tombe sous le joug ottoman. 
Ils ont accepté formellement ce gouvernement 
musulman. Leur dépendance fut nominale seulement. 
Chez eux, leur indépendance était complète.

Après celà, ils ont refusé totalement le colonialisme 
français jusqu à ce qu’on leur impose le protectorat, 
puis le régime militaire. Politiquement, ils ont com
battu longuement la conscription. Ils ont aussi refusé 
absolument le projet de la France de séparer le sud du 
nord, malgré des promesses alléchantes. Enfin, ils ont 
participé activement à la lutte de libération qui s’est 
terminée par l’indépendance de l’Algérie. Le Mzâb 
est resté attaché au gouvernement central algérien, sur 
la forme et sur le fond, oeuvrant pour la renaissance 
de la patrie algérienne dans tous les domaines (al-Hâjj 
Sa‘îd [1992] 98, 113, 131, 165, 172,213).

Conclusion
A la fin de cette modeste recherche, nous voyons que 
le plan ibâdhite, au début du Ve/XIe siècie, pour 
l’avenir du Mzâb, cette région où ils ont souhaité 
s’implanter, était conforme à ce que les chercheurs 
appellent la cité-état.

Ces ibâdhites en effet ont compris qu’à ce moment- 
là il n’y avait pas moyen d’instituer un imamat mani
feste. Ils ont saisi qu’ils ne pouvaient préserver leur 
foi qu’en fuyant dans les profondeurs du désert. Pen
dant cinq siècles, ils ont lentement élaboré une civili
sation, fermée et austère, n’attirant pas les regards par 
son faux éclat. Ainsi, ces villes du Mzâb se caractéri
saient par leur capacité défensive, de manière aisée, 
sans recourir à des legions militaires. Celà leur a été 
possible parce que leur structure sociale était ferme
ment établie sur une entraide continuelle entre le sys
tème des fractions (‘achira) et celui du cercle (halqa). 
Il y avait homogénéité absolue entre le spirituel et le 
temporel, sans avoir besoin de recourir à un État dans 
son acception réelle.

Tout ce que l’État devrait réaliser pour le peuple 
existait de manière spontanée. En effet tous avaient 
compris qu’il leur était utile de vivre ensemble en har
monie. Le principe de l’appartenance (walâya) et de 
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l’excommunication (baréta) devenait décisif en cas 
de nécessité. Tout ceci était basé sur un esprit 
musulman ibâdhite ayant fondé, au cours du temps, 
une foi Caqîda) bien enracinée et un vaste droit (fiqh) 
englobant tous les aspects de la vie, selon les évolu
tions et les exigences du temps. C’était les chaykhs du 
cercle qui dirimaient les différends. Et quand la 
France décida d’imposer une structure judiciaire, elle 
choisit parmi cette élite ceux qui remplirent excellem
ment cette fonction. Ainsi le colonialiste était satisfait 
et la communauté n’était pas lésée.

Nous avons dit aussi que le facteur musulman, au 
sens large du terme, était comme la chaîne et que les 
autres facteurs, dans leur enchevêtrement, consti
tuaient la trame pour former la société ibâdhite. Le 
facteur économique a eu une influence décisive pour 
fonder cette société. Le facteur politique n’a eu qu’un 
rôle secondaire parmi les autres facteurs. Les moza- 
bites se transmettent encore aujourd’hui cette expres
sion: “Conserve d’abord ton rite (madhab). Tout le 
reste viendra ensuite de gré ou de force”. Tout cela 
qu’ont souhaité les chaykhs du Mzâb et qu’ont réalisé 
les modernes au cours des temps, n’a-t-il pas conduit 
les chercheurs à considérer le Mzâb comme une cité- 
état comme nous avons essayé de le définir dans cette 
exposé.

Il nous reste à terminer en posant une question: 
peut-on considérer une île comme un cité-état et 
qu’ont fait les ibâdhites dans l’île de Jerba?

The Criteria of City-State Culture Reviewed 
Bahayou Yahia
1. The M’zâb - which covers an area of 8,000 km2 - 
was settled and is still populated exclusively by a 
people who speak a Berber language and share the 
same culture and the same traditions.

2. For almost a millennium - from 1012 A.D. and to 
the present day - the M’zâb have maintained their cul
tural identity, being settled originally in five and later 
in seven separate cities. Each city was an autonomous 
unit but all enjoyed the same type of social organisa
tion, inspired by the Ibadhit thought. Up to the French 
colonisation, these cities were self-governing commu
nities. The internal social organisation of each city 
still exists, and the community of all seven cities is co
ordinated by a common council, the “Halqa”.

3. During the millennium before the formation of the 
seven cities, the wâdî M’zâb was range land where 
certain nomads grazed their flocks and put up their 

tents. The “pentapolis” (1012-1355 A.D.) was fully 
developed by the beginning of the 14th century, and 
two other cities were added during the 17th century 
(1630-1679). As noticed by Dr. B.Behhaz, these cities 
lost their independence when (in 1882) France con
quered the region and established a military regime.

4. The development of the region was not due just to 
economic factors. It was the harshness of the environ
ment which forced these small groups of people to 
settle on the slopes of the hills, in order to defend 
themselves better and obtain self-sufficiency. The 
result was the centuries-old community of the seven 
cities. They organised themselves under the moral 
authority of the “Halqa” and the region was changed 
from wasteland to an urbanised civilisation.

5. The urbanisation of the M’zâb is undoubtedly the 
main factor behind the exploitation of this part of the 
desert, where life was nearly impossible. As a result, 
the civilisation of the M’zâb attracted a lot of emi
grants from other regions of Algeria. Some were inte
grated into the society while others remained out
siders. Today these immigrants constitute a large per
centage of the population of the region, and the “pen
tapolis” is progressively taking the shape of a 
conurbation comprising all the five ancient cities.

6. The urban culture still exists and is a model of eco- 
efficiency well worth studying. Although the “Halqa” 
never aimed at political authority and had no ambition 
of domination, the uniform culture and organisation 
has been upheld during a millennium.

7. Politics in the sense of domination was unknown in 
this dry region. The spiritual authority of the “Halqa” 
with the support of the “Achira” or tribes of the City 
proved sufficient to manage the society. Each City 
minded its own business without any ambition of 
dominating the others or extending its authority out
side its own territory. The “heptapolis” managed to 
live in harmony with its environment and to protect its 
cultural identity, while always feeling a deep attach
ment to its mother homeland: Algeria.

8. Every city was an autonomous unit but in constant 
economic interaction with the immediate and the 
more remote hinterland. Cultural exchange was first 
of all with the other M’zâb cities. The growing urban
isation and the extension of the sphere of interest of 
these cities have resulted in a conurbation which no 
longer conforms with the classical conception of these 
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cities. Originally, they emerged from the human set
tlements that have been regrouped on hillsides.

9. According to Dr.B.Behhaz the region was essen
tially agricultural and its inhabitants were first of all 
agriculturalists. It was only the recurrent invasions of 
the Bedouin that forced the inhabitants to restrict the 
cultivation of their fields in order to defend them
selves. Indeed the austerity which in the course of 
time was forced on the society led to the plantation of 
date palms, and today crops and especially dates have 
become the principal products of the region.

10. In their dealings with one another, in spite of occa
sional confrontations, none of the cities nourished any 
desire to dominate the others. Their sole aim was to 
live in peace and mutual respect.

11. There has always been a strong economic and cul
tural interaction between the cities, and between the 
cities and their immediate or remote hinterland. Some 
skirmishes occurred in periods of cultural recession 
and weakening of the authority of the “Halqa”. After 
such struggles, the community had learned the lesson 
and became even stronger than before. Dr.B.Behhaz 
suggests that one of main reasons for the cohesion of 
the community was the invasions of the Bedouins 
which united the cities against their aggressors.

12. In the time of the Turkish colonisation the region 
was semi-dependent and had to pay a tribute. The 
community also paid a tribute to France, in order to 
have their children exempted from military service 
under its flag. By negotiating with the central authori
ties the M’zâb have succeeded in preserving their cul
ture and maintaining their internal autonomy.

13. Comparing themselves with their neighbours in 
the region, the citizens of this community have the 
feeling that they are privileged by belonging to this 
millennial civilisation.

14. In M’zab, the five old cities are, at most, five kilo
meters apart, and the two other cities are ca. fifty and 
one hundred kilometers removed, respectively. The 
geographical setting of all cities is very similar.
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(1392/1973)69.

11. Cf. Khalifat (1978).
12. Ibrâhîm Matyâz: Târîkh Wâdî Mzâb, Manuscrit à la biblio

thèque al-Hâjj Sa’îd, Ghardâya, p.6, cité par Yûsuf Bakir 
(1992) 16.
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de qasr, al-qurâ et al-mudun. Si nous choisissons madîna, c’est 
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qsûr Médénine ou Tataouine dans le sud tunisien. Quant à 
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14. al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 21-22, citant Gouvion: “À al-‘Atf, on 
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appelée Dâya, ce qui a donné Ghâr Dâya, la caverne de Dâya” 
(Dabbûz [1385/1965] Io partie 163).

16. On prononce aussi Banî Yazgan, Banî Yasgan ou Banî Izgan 
(al-Hâjj Sa’îd [1992] 22).

17. Amhammad Atfayyach: ’’Dans la région de Constantine, on 
trouve une population dénommée Awlâd Yasgan. Une partie 
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(al-Hâjj Sa’îd [1992] 23).

18. Dabbûz (1385/1965) 1/164 n’est pas d’accord avec al-Hâjj 
Sa’îd (1992) sur l’ancienneté de Qarâra. Nous pensons que 
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19. Dabbûz (1385/1965) 1/164. Pour plus de renseignements sur 
ces villes, voir al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 21-24; Dabbûz (1385/1965) 
1/161-165; Cuperly (1973) 23-52.
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20. Voir infra leur attitude envers Sâlih, le bey de Constantine, et 
envers la France.

21. al-Hâjj Sa‘îd (1992) 24. “Quant aux dernières extensions des 
villes mozabites, certaines ont des remparts indépendants des 
maisons qui en sont séparés par une large rue, comme c’est le 
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de long et environ trois mètres de haut. Il est coupé de cinq 
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domine la ville de ses 14 mètres. Elle comprend cinq étages. 
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idem, 86. Sur l’importance des remparts dans la cité-état, voir 
Ducrey (1995).

22. Parmi ces règles, la hauteur ne dépasse pas 15 coudées, le pro
priétaire ne peut pas appuyer son escalier sur le mur du voisin 
sans sa permission. Dans chaque ville, deux prévôts (amîn) sont 
désignés pour faire respecter la coutume des constructions. 
Auprès d’eux sont portées les plaintes, comme le stipule l’ac
cord du conseil du wâdî Mzâb en 1156/1743.

23. Pour plus de détails sur l’évolution de la civilisation, voir 
Brisson (1979) 53-104; Bousquet (1982) 9-22 et (1986) 435- 
450.

24. ‘Abd al-Rahmân Bâkallî [1901-1986]: Fatâwî al-Bakrî, 2/363, 
cité dans al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 13.

25. Ibn Khaldoun (1971) 7/129.
26. A la question: qui sont les Mozabites? Ibrâhîm Bahhâz répond: 

“Les Banî Musâb (les Mîzâbites) sont des berbères Zanâta”. Ils 
habitaient les sommets des monts Aurès et des monts Malwiya 
avec leurs cousins les Banî Wâdîn ou Wâsîn. Au moment de 
l’invasion hilalienne au V7XF siècle, les Mîzâbites se sont 
déplacés avec d’autres des régions du Nord vers la région du 
Nord du désert. Ils ont choisi le point de chute qu’ils occupent 
encore aujourd’hui. L’historien Ibn Khaldoun l’a bien décrit: 
“Les Banî Wâsîn se sont installés dans les qsûr de Musâb à cinq 
étapes du mont Tîtâr vers la direction de la Mekke jusqu’au 
sable, à trois étapes des qsûr des Banî Righa à l’ouest. Ce nom a 
été attribué aux tribus des Banî Bâdîn qui en ont fait les plans et 
l’ont habité. Ils l’ont placé avec sagacité dans une terre inha
bitée, entre la zone pierreuse connue sous le nom de hamâda ou 
terre salée, en face de cette région à quelques parasanges vers la 
direction de la Mekke. A cette époque les habitants étaient des 
tribus Zanâta, même si on les connaissait sous le nom de 
Musâb”, al-dbar, 7/123, dans ”al-Mîzâbiyyûn al-mu‘tazila, 
qirâ’a jadîda li-nusûs qadîma”, Majallat al-Hayât, publiée par 
Jam’iyyat al-Turâth al-Qarâra, al-Matba‘a al-‘arabiyya (Ghar- 
dâya 1418/1997) n° 1, p. 124-133.

27. Cité par al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992)14. Sans approfondir les questions 
de phonétique, ce mot se prononce des façons suivantes: 
Mus’ab, Musâb, Msâb, Mudhâb, Mzâb et Mîzâb. Aujourd’hui, 
la plus employée est Mzâb. Voir Mu’ammar (1399/1979) 426- 
427; al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 13.

28. Lt d’Armagnac (1934) propose une comparaison originale entre 
le donatisme et l’ibâdhisme qui ont, tous deux, influencé les 
berbères par leur tendance révolutionnaire, leur désir d’indé
pendance et le refus de toute autorité extérieure. D’après les 
caractéristiques mentionnées par d’Armagnac ([1934] 70), il 
semblerait que les mozabites soient un seul et même groupe, 
alors que nous avons montré qu’ils étaient un mélange.

29. al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 18-19. Il ajoute le recensement des habi
tants en 1960, à savoir 58.319 habitants: (1992) 204. Il ne 
semble que ce chiffre a doublé aujourd’hui.

30. al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 26-27. Voir le schéma du peuplement du 
wâdî Mzâb d’après la Risâla: Cuperly (1973) 52.

31. Communication à Pierre Cuperly du chaykh Bayyôudh, chaykh 
du wâdî Mzâb, le 13 mars 1971, à al-Qarâra. Il y montre com
ment le rite ibâdhite se particularise dans ce domaine et donne à 
la section une grande légitimité. De là aussi vient que les ibâd- 
hites accordent à la section la responsabilité du tutorat des 
orphelins, alors que, chez les mâlikites, c’est le juge (qâdhî) qui 
propose un tuteur pour l’orphelin. Voir Études Arabes (I.B.L.A. 
Tunis) 30: 26-39.

32. Nous avons pu vérifier nos connaissances de ce rôle au cours de 
nos visites au wâdî Mzâb. Cette maison est meublée de manière 
moderne et suffisante et permet de remplir toutes les fonctions 
qui lui sont destinées.

33. Mu’ammar (1976) 547-551 et Dabbûz (1965) 1/232-239.
34. al-Hâjj Sa’îd, 48-49. Alport cite une comparaison de Mas- 

queray {Formation des cités chez les populations sédentaires de 
l'Algérie (Béni Mzâb), Aix-en-Provence, Edisud, 1983, p. 253) 
entre la division tribale à Rome et dans le wâdî Mzâb, et la com
mente ainsi: “Ces rapprochements, dont quelques différences 
de détail ne sauraient détruire l’évidence, nous permettent de 
conclure sûrement que les curies romaines et les quebîlat moza
bites ne sont qu’un seul et même organisme social, qu’elles se 
sont formées dans les conditons pareilles, enfin que les unes ne 
sont pas plus artificielles que les autres. À une certaine époque, 
la Rome primitive ressembla donc à un cité de l’Oued Mezâb”. 
Cette ressemblance, à notre avis, n’est pas étrange. L’homme 
étant citadin par nature, une des principales caractéristiques de 
cette citadinité, à ses débuts, ce sont les organisations sociales 
collectives à une même descendance Cirq). Elles sont pres- 
qu’innées, comme c’est le cas pour les fourmis et les abeilles 
par exemple. Toutes les études sociologiques le soulignent. De 
même, les lois religieuses (charâ’î). Le Coran lui-même dit: “O 
gens! Nous vous avons créés d’un mâle et d’une femelle. Nous 
vous avons rendus peuples et tribus, pour que vous vous com
muniquiez. Le plus noble aux yeux de Dieu est le plus pieux” 
(al-Hujarât 49, 13). Nous avons observé précédemment com
ment l’islam avait fixé l’organisation tribale chez les Arabes et 
donné à la tribu des fonctions essentielles, en particulier le prix 
du sang.

35. Mu’ammar: al-Ibâdhiyya fî 1-Jazâ’ir, 551-563.
36. Le gouvernement algérien utilise ce système pour la sécurité 

dans la région.
37. D’après ce que nous savons de l’histoire du Mzâb, ce n’est 

jamais arrivé une seule fois.
38. Dâr al-talâmîdh: institution dans la mosquée qui prépare les 

étudiants à exercer leurs responsabilités didactiques et sociales.
39. Voir le système de garde.
40. Chacun d’entre eux a son suppléant. On peut augmenter le 

nombre selon les circonstances.
4L Ce système ne connaît pas de structure judiciaire. Le chaykh du 

cercle s’occupe lui-même de résoudre les différends. Mais le 
colonialisme français a imposé au Mzâb un système judiciaire. 
Les mozabites ont donc désigné parmi eux ceux qui rempli
raient cette fonction, au Mzâb et dans quelques villes où vivent 
des Mozabites. al-Hâjj Sa’îd (1992) 118.

42. Terme technique désignant ceux qui n’appartiennent pas au 
cercle des ‘azzâba. On appelle les hommes du cercle talaba, al- 
Ja’bîrî (1975) 69 et 116.

43. Ceci pour ce qui concerne la femme mariée. Quant à la céliba
taire, elle doit découvrir son visage pour se faire connaître des 
éventuels prétendants.
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44. Marcy (1941) 224-227 a traduit un accord passé en 1928.
45. Les chaouias sont des berbères installés dans la région de ‘Ayn 

al-Baydhâ’ en Algérie. Quant aux monts Nafûsa, ils sont situés 
au sud de Tripoli en Libye.

46. Cela ne veut pas dire que les mozabites ont négligé la langue 
arabe. Au contraire, ils l’ont conservée de la meilleure manière 
en apprenant le Coran. C’est aussi la langue des sciences reli
gieuses (char'iyya). De nombreux juristes et écrivains sont 
d’origine mozabite. Ils ont été un des meilleurs soutiens de 
l’Algérie au moment de son indépendance, quand elle a eu 
besoin de cadres connaissant la langue arabe, alors que la majo
rité des Algeriens ne parlaient que le français.

47. Chaque ville possède un lieu de prière (musallâ) hors les murs 
où tout le monde, hommes, femmes et enfants, revêtus du 
même habit, se dirige pour les prières des deux fêtes.

48. Voir sourate al-Tawba 7, verset 117-118.
49. On s’appuie sur l’enseignement libre en plus de l’enseignement 

officiel. Les institutions d’enseignement libre englobent tous 
les niveaux. L’enseignement y est gratuit. Les frais sont cou
verts par des associations créées à cet effet. Elles ont aujour
d’hui un caractère moderne. Le mozabite fréquente ces institu
tions avant et après l’horaire scolaire. Il s’abreuve ainsi aux 
sources traditionnelles et modernes de la science.

50. Cité dans la revue al-Hayât, n° 1, P- 169. Voir aussi Moriaz 
(1960)268-272.

51. “Dans la société mozabite, le travail manuel n’est pas réservé 
aux pauvres et aux ignorants. Chaque mozabite, y compris les 
chaykhs, le pratiquent et en sont fiers”: Gouvion: Monographie 
du Mzâb 228, cité par al-Hâjj Sa'îd (1992) 27. 11 est à observer 
que tous les membres du cercle, y compris le chaykh, ne tou
chent pas d’émoluments. Leur travail social est volontaire. Ils 
vivent du travail de leurs mains.
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The Swahili City-State Culture

Paul J.J. Sinclair and Thomas Håkansson

Introduction.
City-State and City-State Culture
In view of the increased usage of the term city-state 
by archaeologists in general (e.g. Nichols and Charl
ton [1997]) and in particular by scholars in eastern 
Africa (Vérin [1992]; Abungu [1998]; Kusimba 
[1996, 1999]) the invitation by Mogens Hansen to 
contribute a chapter to this volume presents a timely 
challenge to the authors, an archaeologist and a 
cultural anthropologist, to investigate the appropriate
ness of this concept and that of city-state culture for 
east African archaeology in general and the Swahili 
towns in particular. In this essay we combine the 
insights of our research during recent years to a recon
sideration of Swahili urbanism. Sinclair has spent the 
last twelve years expanding our archaeological 
horizons to include non-stone-built components of 
urban settlements and associated satellite sites, while 
Håkansson’s current work focusses on the economic 
and political interaction between hinterland and 
coastal societies.

The concept of city-state as used by Hansen has a 
multicultural derivation including the Greek polis and 
the Italian civitas as well as the Chinese guo, the 
Malay negeri and the Aztec altepetl, and is held to be 
suitable for comparative studies. The wider applica
tion of this term by Hansen also includes reliance 
upon Weber’s definition of city as an economic and 
political centre. In addition, Hansen develops an inter
disciplinary view of state focussing in particular upon 
centralised government and the means of coercion of 
projecting legal order over a defined territory, even if 
this is very small. Other criteria relating to urban
isation - including size, settlement pattern and ter
ritory, as well as ethnic identity and citizenship and 
also economy, religion, defence and government - are 
dealt with by Hansen elsewhere in this volume.

The concept of city-state culture on the other hand is 
wider in its definition. A large area inhabited by people 
speaking the same language (or at least having a com
mon lingua franca) is split up into a number of city- 
states. A number of specific criteria are used by 
Hansen to define the term and these include transitions 

in economy and urbanisation, size, warfare between 
city-states, peacetime interactions and political organi
sation of constituent city-states. The city-states are not 
necessarily peer polities but are rather seen by Hansen 
as hierarchically organised systems of polities, some 
of which are hegemonic, some dependencies. Are we 
with Southall ([1998] 4) to believe that “the first cities 
were all city-states”, i.e. that all urbanised civilisations 
have passed a city-state phase at some point early in 
their history? Not necessarily at all according to 
Hansen (supra 15): “usually an early state covers a 
large territory encompassing a plurality of towns .. 
sometimes however we find a one to one correlation 
between urbanisation and state formation: every town 
is a small state comprising the town plus its hinterland 
and conversely every state is a micro-state controlling 
a small territory centred on a town. Such a state is in 
my opinion correctly called a city-state and whenever 
a whole region is split up into city-states we have what 
I suggest to all a city-state culture.”

To what extent are these concepts relevant for the 
Swahili stone towns? It should be pointed out right 
from the start that the conceptual developments in 
eastern African historiography and archaeology are 
only just beginning to take up these issues in a 
systematic way. The term town-state is used by the 
historians Nurse and Spear ([1985] 80) more as a 
descriptive than as an analytical term. Both authors of 
recent archaeological works using city-state in the 
title (Abungu [1998], Kusimba [1996]) offer no 
explicit definition of the concept and this is also the 
case for the more detailed and very interesting treat
ment of Swahili states by Kusimba (1999). Little 
discussion of the concept of village as opposed to 
town or city has been undertaken in east African 
archaeology. A recent call from anthropology has 
been made to shift the focus of analytical efforts from 
the evolution of specific city-states towards the in
corporation of east Africa into macro-scale world sys
tems in order to include outlying trading catchments 
and far distant sources of capital into the analytical 
frame (Håkansson [in preparation]). Here below we 
will discuss these concepts less from a typological
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Fig. 1. The Swahili coast.
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standpoint and more in terms of suggesting avenues 
for future research.

Geography
The east African coast comprises a narrow coastal 
strip of sandy soils that support the Zanzibar-Inham- 
bane vegetational mosaic (White [1983]) that in turn 
hosts the great majority of Swahili towns. In the 
northern region this vegetational unit abuts onto the 
Somali-Maasai drylands floral mosaic. Hafun near the 
Hom is the earliest trading site yet located on the east 
African coast and is dated from the early centuries BC 
to ca 200 AD. Southwards the coastal zone is punctu
ated by a series of important rivers that provide access 
to the interior. Trading sites are often found at their 
mouths and along their extent. The earliest town site 
in eastern Africa, that of Rhapta, known from the 
Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (ca 1st century AD), is 
still not located but was probably situated on one of 
the river mouths of the Tanzanian coast. The existence 
of a town at this period might presuppose a settlement 
hierarchy of early farming community sites. Sites of 
the Kwale Matóla tradition dated from the BC/AD 
transition to ca 400 AD are known to exist in a great 
distributional swath along the coastal hinterland from 
Kenya right down to Mozambique and into South 
Africa (Soper [1967]; [1971], Phillipson [1993]). The 
possibility that these early sites of iron-using farmers 
comprise a pre-state settlement system is widely 
accepted. The potential of this settlement system to 
transform into urban societies is what is at issue.

On the northern Benadir coast, the Shebele river 
runs parallel to the coast and three important towns of 
Mogadishu, Merka and Barawa have made use of the 
agricultural potential provided by the riverine silts as 
well as the marine food resources. In addition, the 
Benadir towns are well located to take advantage of 
the continental and overseas communication net
works. Barawa marks the northern extent both of the 
Zanzibar-Inhambane floral mosaic and the distribution 
of Swahili language clusters. Further south a series of 
island archipelagos provide shallow shelving beaches, 
sheltered creek anchorages, patches of good agri
cultural soils and silvi-cultural opportunities as well 
as marine resources which supported the transforma
tion to urban societies from the first millennium AD 
(Horton and Mudida [1993]). The Lamu archipelago 
is famous for Swahili urban sites such as Manda, Pate 
and Shanga. The near offshore islands of Pemba, 
Zanzibar, and Mafia also present a range of resources 
capable of maintaining urban life, and recent excava

tions at Unguja Ukuu on Zanzibar have demonstrated 
trading contact with Roman Egypt as early as the mid 
5th century AD (Juma [1995]; Horton [1996]).

The further offshore islands of the Comorian archi
pelago in some cases comprise active volcanoes. 
Although the soils are very young indeed, the high 
rainfall supports luxuriant vegetation and a range of 
food resources are known to have been exploited on 
the slopes of the volcanoes from ca 8th-9th century 
AD onwards. The Comorian archipelago is an im
portant focus of east African urban development. On 
Mwali island, Mro Dewa (with widespread finds of 
Sassanian Islamic imported ceramics reminiscent of 
Unguja Ukuu on Zanzibar) and the hilltop settlement 
of Mwali Mjini provide examples of extensive early 
proto-urban or urban settlements. Sites of the wide
spread Dembeni phase dating from the 9th century has 
characteristic ceramic traits which have been recog
nised in trading sites along the length of the east 
African coast from Inhambane and Chibuene on the 
south Mozambique coast to Ungwana and sites along 
the Tana river in northern Kenya. Early mosque 
architecture can be studied at Sima on Anjouan and 
later developments at sites such as Domoni, while on 
Ngazidja the spatial layout of walled towns such as 
Itsandra is becoming increasingly well known. These 
provide exciting new insights in Swahili urban 
development and organisation (Wright [1984, 1992, 
1993]; Allibert, Argant and Argant [1990]; Chanudet 
[1989]; Chanudet and Vérin [1983]; Sinclair [1995]).

On Madagascar two vegetation zones are predomi
nant: the eastern wet zone and the western dry one. 
The sheltered bays of the north-west coast provide 
save haven for traders and fishermen, while the well- 
watered coastal plain provides opportunities for rice 
cultivation and the hinterland forests grazing for cattle 
and tradable forest products. In addition to the classic 
studies of the trading echelles of the north-west coast 
by Vérin (1986), of particular importance is the newly 
found evidence for the town of Mahilaka in Ampisin- 
dava bay (Radimilahy [1998]). Here four phases 
include an initial 9th century one and a walled town 2 
km2 in extent in the 13th-14th centuries and with 
evidence of glass bead manufacture and a variety of 
imported trade goods and the exploitation of a wide 
range of food resources. The interior has iron, copper 
and gold, as well as workable micaceous schist used 
for stone bowls. The highland zone saw the develop
ment of complex settlement systems known to have 
been in contact with the Indian Ocean trading net
works from ca 1100 AD onwards culminating in the 
Merina kingdom of the 18th and 19th centuries (Vérin 
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[1986]; Raharijoana [1988]; Wright and Rakotoarisoa 
[1990]).

Far to the south on the east African coast in Mo
zambique, the coastal vegetation of the Zanzibar-In- 
hambane floral mosaic fingers into the vast Zambe- 
sian miombo woodland systems, which host the 
powerful state systems of the Zimbabwe tradition. 
The northern Mozambique coast has maintained a 
number of Swahili towns and settlements, particularly 
in the Querimba archipelago and near Nacala (Duarte 
[1993]) and further south at Angoche (Isendahl [forth
coming]). In Vilanculos Bay the off-shore islands of 
the Bazaruto archipelago provide safe settlement loca
tions, such as at Ponta Dundo. On the mainland where 
the Govuro river runs parallel to the coast, water and 
grazing are available for cattle and tall rushes for 
building material as used at Chibuene, a first millen
nium AD settlement and trading station (Sinclair 
[1982, 1987]). Chibuene had contacts from ca 650 AD 
onwards deep into the interior as far as Palapye in 
eastern Botswana, with its extensive iron-working 
activities and imported pottery and glass beads from 
the Persian Gulf dated to the 7th century AD. The 
later development of the first town in southern Africa, 
at Mapungubwe in the Limpopo valley, took place 
from ca 1000; extensive evidence for ivory production 
was found (Huffman and Hanisch [1987]). Later still, 
shifts in the focus of power on the southern edge of 
the Zimbabwe plateau saw the rise of Great Zim
babwe state, ca 1250-1450 AD. In the southern 
section the Butwa state developed from ca 1450-1700, 
centred on Khami and Danamombe, and the Mutapa 
state on the northern part of the Zimbabwe plateau 
and eastwards through the Manica mountains to the 
coastal plain of Sofala (Sinclair [1987, 1995]).

Archaeology and History
The early historiographical emphasis on foreign inva
sion by Coupland (1938) mirrored early colonial ide
ology and was replaced by an attempt by Oliver and 
Mathew (1963) to produce a “history of Africa and 
not only that of its invaders”. Subsequent historical 
research drew upon available documentary sources, 
and interpretations favoured foreign influences and 
colonisation, particularly by the Shirazi, with external 
trade the prime-mover in urban developments. How
ever, this did not deter Mathew (1963) from putting 
forward a hypothesis that “trade had caused gradual 
development of town life among the negroid popula
tions of the coast before the towns became really 
islamized and their rulers began to build in masonry.”

The pioneer archaeology from the 1950s through 
the 1970s on the eastern African coast and the off
shore islands of the Comorian archipelago and Mada
gascar was mainly concerned with visible archi
tectural remains. The tombs, temples and palaces of 
the Swahili coast were located stratigraphically 
through archaeological excavation, with chronology 
based on imported ceramics and architectural com- 
paranda with better-known building styles from the 
Middle East and India. A cultural historical paradigm 
or mind set characterised these often very impressive 
efforts, but a perceived need for ethnic definition was 
not far below the surface, whether expressed in terms 
of “African”, “Arab” or “Austronesian” groupings. 
On the Kenya coast limited excavations of stone 
buildings of “the Arab city of Gedi” and Ungwana 
(Kirkman [1954, 1966a,b]) were superseded by ex
tensive excavations of mosques and palaces at Kilwa 
(Chittick [1974]). On Madagascar, Pierre Vérin 
(1986) carried out wide-ranging surveys of the trading 
echelles of the north-west coastal area and on the 
central highland area. Work on the Comores was also 
initiated (Chanudet and Vérin [1983]), as well as 
along the coast of Mozambique by Gerhard Liesegang 
(1972) among others.

From the 1980s more recent ethno-historical 
research based upon oral as well as written sources 
has contributed a wealth of detail about the stone 
towns or mjï (the same word denotes clan and state). 
Internal spatial units such as wards (mtaá) are linked 
with family groupings and craft specialisation, and are 
in turn grouped into binary moiety divisions or demes 
(mikaó) (Allen [1993] 224) which shift as the town 
develops. The internal mitaa divisions of the town 
formed nuclei of urban development, they could have 
different social characteristics reflecting patrician and 
commoner membership, and they were linked as 
small scale federal structures (Allen [1993] 223). The 
previous focus upon stone towns shifted to kitongoji, 
the non-stone-built quarters and “country towns” and 
village clusters (aw^ow) of the near hinterland 
(bard), as on Zanzibar, Pemba and Mafia (Middleton 
[1992] 57-8). No longer is it possible to view the stone 
towns in isolation from their context of local farming 
community settlement areas (mashambani) and vil
lages (kijiji), or - as near Mombasa - of major hinter
land kaya settlements (see especially Allen [1993]; 
Spear [1979] and Mutoro and Abungu [1993]; Willis 
[1996]. Swahili terms after A. Lohdi [pers. comm.]). 
The abiding interest in origin myths has played itself 
out in the long discussions about the location of 
Shungwaya (Allen [1993]) and more recent discus
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sion has focussed upon pastoral or cultivator influence 
on urban origins (Horton [1996], Chami [1998]). 
Hardly surprisingly, the former is favoured in the 
northern Swahili coast, while the latter is preferred in 
the south.

Interregional trading networks have been seen as 
fundamental for the growth of towns in East Africa 
(Horton [1987]; Middleton [1992]; Wright [1993]; 
Kusimba [1999]). What is more difficult to document 
is the role of local production (e.g. Kusimba [1993]; 
Haaland [1994-5]; Sinclair [1995]) but area speciali
sations have been identified, e.g. the grain-producing 
cities such as Mogadishu and Merka exploiting the 
riverine silts of the Shebele (Jama [1996]); cloth pro
duction in the southern Benadir coastal town of Bara- 
wa and Siyu in the Lamu archipelago; and iron in 
Malindi (Horton [1996]; Kusimba [1999]). The possi
bility of a southern trading circuit including Mozam
bique, the Comores and Madagascar was put forward 
by Shepherd (1982). In addition, the lattice of trading 
networks on the east African coast was found to 
extend far into the interior as the initial pioneer 
research dichotomy between coast and interior began 
to crumble with the progress of historical and archae
ological research focussed upon local production and 
exchange (Mutoro [1998]; Radimilahy [1998]). Com
modities included slaves, ivory and salt, rock crystal, 
animal skins and iron, as well as gold from the south.

In the 1980s extensive archaeological excavations 
by Chittick (1984) at Manda in the Lamu archipelago 
were followed by those at Takwa (Wilson [1980]; 
Wilson and Omar [1996, 1997]). Detailed strati
graphic sequences at Shanga by Horton (1996) pro
vided fine resolution chronological sequences and 
spatial layout of mosque construction and house 
forms. Abungu (1989) working at Ungwana extended 
previous work by Kirkman (1966a, b), and followed 
the settlement pattern inland up the Tana river. Work 
at Pate by Wilson and Omar (1996, 1997) produced 
new insights into urban spatial layout. On the 
southern coast, work by Wilding and later by Ku
simba (1995) at Mtwapa was carried out in con
junction with investigations at Mombasa. On Zanzi
bar and Pemba a series of surveys focussed on stone- 
built sites have been carried out and followed by 
excavations (e.g. Clark and Horton [1985]; Juma 
[1996]; La Violette and Fleisher [1995]). In general, 
excavations at major settlements of the east African 
coast often comprising long stratigraphic sequences 
dated with imported ceramics go some way towards 
providing a general framework for assessing changes 
in stone town urban development and building styles. 

They still fall short of providing clear estimates of 
the volume and spatial extent of non-stone-built 
residential areas and the relation of the country towns 
to the archaeologically better known stone towns. 
First steps towards investigating the role of symbolic 
values in shaping architectural features, especially 
Swahili houses, were implemented by Donelly (1982) 
on the Kenya coast. This cognitive approach was 
extended elsewhere to the settlement level by Kus 
( 1982) working on highland Madagascar.

Investigations of parameters of settlement location 
and the spatial analysis of settlement size by Allen 
(1980) and Wilson (1982) pointed out that Swahili 
town sites are not only situated so as to facilitate trade 
but also in terms of local agricultural potential. Five 
classes were identified, ranging from isolated struc
tures, hamlets, small settlements of less than 2.5 ha 
usually clustered around a mosque; medium-sized 
sites from ca 2.5-5 ha; and two final classes of large 
sites greater or less than 15 ha in extent. It is the set
tlements of the two final classes which are tradition
ally called stone towns. More recent assessments of 
spatial parameters of Swahili sites (e.g. Stiles [1992]; 
Kusimba [1996]) still use Wilson’s classification. On 
the northern Mozambique coast a better under
standing of the locational parameters of Swahili sites 
has been obtained from work by R. Duarte and from 
Angoche (Isendahl [forthcoming]). Spatial analysis 
by the present author is based on wide-ranging 
surveys on the Comores by Vérin and Chanudet 
(1983) and Wright (1984) that located a range of 
settlement types. The excavations by Wright have 
provided detailed information on subsistence prefer
ences, while on the north-west coast of Madagascar, 
work by Radimilahy (1998) at Mahilaka has produced 
a very detailed model of urban establishment growth 
and contraction as well as evidence for rice cultivation 
from the 1 Oth century.

Various attempts have been made to delimit and peri
odise Swahili civilisation. The historian Pouwel 
(1987) divides his account of the Swahili into three 
phases: an initial one (800-1100), followed by a 
development in phase two (1100-1300), and a golden 
age (1300-1600) in phase three. Kusimba, an archae
ologist, has a longer time frame using four divisions: 
100 BC-AD 300-1000, 1000-1500 and finally 1500- 
1950. The different chronological divisions reflect the 
differential weight given to internal developments 
versus external influences. The development of the 
coastal societies and those of the off-shore islands 
exhibit a rapid expansion of early farming community 
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settlement from the early centuries AD, followed by 
settlement consolidation and the growth of towns, and 
a tremendous increase in material wealth in the form 
of stone architecture and imported goods. According 
to linguistic and archaeological evidence, around 800 
AD a population of proto-Swahili speakers lived in 
the Lamu region on the northern Kenyan coast. By the 
11th century the Swahili speakers were apparently 
established along the East African coast and islands. 
Their settlements extended 3,000 km along the coastal 
strip from southern Somalia to northern Mozambique, 
with more than 400 sites occupied before the 16th 
century (Horton [1987]). The settlement system also 
encompassed the Comorian archipelago and the 
north-west coast of Madagascar (Vérin [1986], 
Wright [1984]). Their subsistence economy was based 
on fishing, cultivation and livestock. Local crafts 
included pottery and iron-working. After an earlier 
initial phase (see, for example Horton [1996]), the 
1100s and 1200s saw a widespread adoption of Islam 
based on social and economic relations rather than 
political dominance. This period is marked by a near 
fourfold increase in known settlement area (Wright 
[1993]).

While most settlements remained small villages, 
several towns expanded greatly in size and popula
tion. The larger towns exceeded 10 ha and consisted 
of a mixture of buildings of coral rag stone and a 
larger settlement of mud huts. All the settlements 
were fairly small by modem standards. The earliest 
settlements were small villages. Even at their peak in 
the 15th century, few were larger than 20 ha and most 
were much smaller. Their populations must have been 
small, the larger not more than the 10 000 reported for 
Mombasa in the 16th century (Allen [1993] 213; 
Strandes [1971, 1899] 79). For example, the im
portant town of Shanga in the Lamu archipelago had, 
in the 14th century, 220 masonry houses within 7 ha 
and an estimated population of ca 3,000 (Horton 
[1996] 58), while Takwa had 137 in an area of ca 3 ha 
(Wilson [1980]). Even allowing for multi-storied 
buildings and a larger number of less permanent 
dwellings, the overall population could not have been 
more than a few thousand.

The Swahili settlements were thus established ini
tially as small local farming and fishing villages 
developed at a number of different places along the 
coast. With the growth of overseas trade they under
went major expansion, culminating in the Muslim 
towns of the 14th and 15th centuries. The main towns 
developed into city-states which had very little polit
ical control over their hinterlands. These major towns, 

from the Lamu archipelago, Ungwana on Tana, 
Malindi, Gedi, Mombasa, Tongoni, and the towns on 
the islands of Zanzibar and Pemba, represented larger 
population nucleations on a densely populated coast, 
with numerous smaller villages in between.

On the Comores small fishing and farming com
munities of the Dembeni Phase were widely estab
lished in the late first millennium AD (Wright [1984]; 
Allibert et al. [1990]). These maintained trading con
tact with Mozambique and southern Tanzania, and 
more widely in the northern Indian Ocean trading 
system (Blanchy [forthcoming]). Early settlements 
with stone mosques e.g. at Sima on Anjouan and 
developed into a network of stone-built trading towns. 
In north-western Madagascar beginning with traces of 
human activity at ca 770 AD the settlement of the 
northwest coast developed. A number of settlements 
were established and these were at first labelled 
trading echelles by Pierre Vérin (1986), later dis
cussed in terms of being city-states or part of larger 
states (Vérin [1992]). At least at Mahilaka in Amp- 
isindava Bay, such a settlement established ca 900 AD 
grew to be a large town ca 20 ha in extent in the 13th- 
14th century; it had extensive trading contacts with 
the east African coast. And an upper estimate of its 
population is ca 3500, before declining in the 15th 
century (Radimilahy [1998]).

The Urban Milieu:
Ideology, Politics and Trade
While archeological and documentary evidence gives 
a fairly good picture of the physical characteristics of 
the Swahili towns, we still know very little of their 
political, social, and economic organisation before the 
19th century. Most of what we know about political 
organisation comes from scattered travellers’ accounts 
written in Arabic, such as al Masudi (10th century), al 
Idrisi (12th century), Yaqut (13th century) and Ibn 
Battuta (14th century), supplemented with Portuguese 
accounts of the 16th and 17th centuries, e.g. Gaspar 
Correa and Duarte Barbosa. Using ethno-historical 
and ethnographic sources, numerous authors have 
attempted to reconstruct aspects of political institu
tions, social stratification, and local and regional eco
nomic relationships (Nurse and Spear [1985]; Ku- 
simba [1999]; Allen [1993]; Middleton [1992]). 
These models are of heuristic value but are often for
mulated as static representations applicable to several 
centuries of dynamic history. One exception is Allens 
(1993) bipartite model of “Shirazi mode of domina
tion” and the “Arab-Wangwana mode of domination”
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Fig. 2. The stone towns along the coast 
of Kenya.

which supplanted the former on most of the Swahili 
coast during the 15th and 16th centuries, leaving the 
Shirazi mode intact on the northern Tanzania coast. In 
her treatment of the political organisation of the 
northern and southern Swahili coasts, Nichols pointed 
to the jumbe system of authority (Alien’s Shirazi 
mode) with an overall leader (jumbe} supported by 
other officials with ceremonial functions shaha, 
waziri, mwenyi mkuu mwenyi mkubwa and the amiri. 
One of their important functions was to organise 
bodies of armed men. The position was formalised by 
a process of acceptance and possession of regalia. The 
succession was determined as in most Swahili towns 
by a combination of heredity and consensus. This 
form of government is seen by Nichols as a funda
mental Swahili cultural trait that survived the attacks 
of the Portuguese from ca 1500 and also the im
position of Omani power from the early 1700s.

By the beginning of the 19th century little formal 

control of the Swahili towns was exercised by the 
Omanis: local leaders remained in office and the 
Swahili system of government was only gradually 
eroded (Nichols [1971] 43). Allen (1993), on the other 
hand, claims that the Shirazi or jumbe system was 
based on an earlier quasi-feudal system with a hier
archical system of ranked titles, the hereditary jumbe 
at the top, that could be obtained only through the 
redistribution of wealth within the Swahili com
munity. Each rank had certain sumptuary, ritual, and 
economic privileges associated with it. This old elite 
and its political system was overthrown by the 
growing, wealthy merchant community that formed a 
system of corporate patrician groups of equals based 
on patrilineal descent. However, while overt ranking 
of persons was anathema, clans and lineages were 
ranked according to prestige and individuals ac
cording to descent seniority. He links the change to 
the identification by Omani merchants in Pate with 
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Ibadite Islam, which abhors overt ranking of the type 
associated with the Shirazi mode (Allen [1993] 201- 
3). If we interpret Allen correctly, he seems to mean 
that this form of Islam provided the ideological sup
port for the new elites and a counter part to the old. 
Presumably the feasting and redistribution as well as 
the fixed ranking were at variance with a more fluid 
and “capitalist” orientation of the merchants. The 
“king” or “sultan” was nothing more than the fore
most among equals. The Arab-Wangwana mode, he 
argues, was accompanied by the building of stone 
houses that represented the wealth and power of the 
patrician descent groups.

Town society is often portrayed as stratified with 
the politically dominant waungwana (the free or 
nobly bom) on top, followed by wazalia (descendants 
of freed slaves, or parents of whom one was a slave), 
watumwa (slaves), and finally wageni (visitors and 
recent immigrants) (Kusimba [1999] 140). Again, this 
is a static model of society which cannot reasonably 
be projected over a thousand years. This hierarchical 
model may well be an artefact of the particular histor
ical context of the late 19th century, when a capitalist 
plantation economy dominated Zanzibar and the 
coast. The expansion of urban populations on the 
coast stimulated slave-based cultivation of grain for 
export increasing the number people in the slave-, and 
slave-derived social categories. Furthermore, the am
biguous role of rural populations in this scheme is 
analysed by Willis (1993) for the Mombasa hinter
land. He shows that during the first half of the 19th 
century, the Nyika population on the coastal ridges 
behind Mombasa was in some contexts regarded as 
members of the waungwana clans of Mombasa. 
Hence, more sophisticated and complex models must 
be developed that are dynamic and can take into 
account processes of change that are observable in the 
archaeological and historical record.

Although the character of the sources limits models 
based on ethno-historical material, they are crucial for 
the development of new interpretations of existing 
archaeological data, as well as in directing new inves
tigations.

The developments in history and archaeology out
lined above provide a new basis for assessing the 
socio-political and economic organisation of the 
Swahili towns. New hypotheses on urban develop
ment raise the possibility of an early emergence of 
urbanism based upon local production, followed by 
expansion and the formation of politically powerful 
dynasties based upon merchant families who control 
foreign trade. In addition, as mentioned above, the 

processes of Islamisation continued throughout the 
period of urban development. The dates of the arrival 
of Islam in east Africa are being pushed backwards 
and it is no longer acceptable to equate this with the 
start of stone architecture from ca 1000 AD. Horton 
(1996) has argued for the existence of pole and plaster 
mosques underlying the later stone built ones. The 
development of religious leadership must have been 
closely intertwined with mercantile power and was 
quite possibly cemented with familial ties. Forms of 
urban government previously characterised inter alia 
as oligarchies, corporations, republics or monarchies 
were seen diachronically by modern historians from 
an evolutionary perspective in the period 1100-1500 
as changing from government by an individual ruler 
surrounded by a court to more stratified societies with 
hierarchical political structures as wealthy traders 
took control of town politics (Nurse and Sear [1985] 
85).

To what extent can we claim the contemporaneity 
of state and city? Recent archaeological evidence 
points to the emergence of urbanisation taking place 
by 800 AD, and even if we take al-Masudi’s 10th cen
tury reference to kings (mfalumé) (Nurse and Spear 
[1985] 93) as evidence for early statehood, urbanisa
tion seems to be either earlier than or contempora
neous with state formation. Such a sequence is known 
elsewhere to have resulted in city-state formation 
(Hansen, infra 610). An examination of the ethno-his
torical evidence for the political and social organisa
tion of the Swahili towns reveals a pattern that is char
acteristic of a clan-based organisation of the state. For 
example, both Mombasa and Lamu were organised 
into two sets of waungwana, free-born or noble, clan 
alliances usually called the three and nine “tribes” or 
“nations” which appointed members to a council with 
great power over political affairs and over the sultan 
or governor as well. In Mombasa the Omani family 
Mazrui ruled between the beginning of the 1700s until 
1836, when they were overthrown by the Omani Sul
tan of Zanzibar. The Mazrui governors seem to have 
been in the same position as the earlier Swahili 
“kings” i.e. dependent on the powerful descent 
groups, each with their appointed leaders. Although 
frequently at loggerheads, the Mombasa waungwana 
elected a chief as leader, and as the British commen
dant of Mombasa between 1824 and 1826, Lieutenant 
Emery, observed when meeting with the Mazrui 
leaders, they had to wait for the chief “without whose 
sanctions nothing could be finally adjusted” (Nichols 
[1971] 55). This system of government based on 
descent groups alliances may be reflected in an earlier 
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Portuguese source which states that the [Swahili] 
King levied duties from ships coming into the har
bour, of which “a third was paid to the headmen of 
Mombasa” (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 178). The 
waungwana clans were ranked according to a system 
of prestige and reputation which was quite fluid, and 
each clan alliance contained both wealthy merchants 
and regular farmers (Ylvisaker [1979] 50). While 
members of different clans were appointed to different 
government positions by the sultan or governor, few 
specialised political and economic institutions seem to 
have existed. Indeed, matters of taxation, trade, jus
tice, and military organisation were in the hands of the 
clans. Subclans, clans, and clan alliances were the 
backbone of the Swahili states, which were organized 
into kin groupings reflected in ward organisation. For 
example, the custom dues from the island of Pemba, a 
dominion of Mombasa, were in the hands of the 
“Three Tribes” clan alliance ( Bin ‘Ali Al Mazru’i 
[1995] 48). Similarily, military mobilisation and de
ployment was not only dependent on the clans (Bin 
‘Ali Al Mazru’i [1995] 52) but also on their “Nyika” 
allies in the hinterland of Mombasa (Willis [1993] 
25).

The tension between collective clan-based govern
ment and hierarchical kingship seems to permeate his
torical and archaeological analyses of the coastal poli
ties. A recent account of northern Swahili urban polit
ical organisation is provided by Horton ([1996] 423- 
7) who describes the establishment of early Shirazi 
dynasties represented by six brothers. According to 
the History of Kilwa, they established themselves at 
Manda, Shanga, Pemba, Kilwa and the Comoro 
islands in the 11th century. Later communities iden
tifying themselves with the Shirazi based their claims 
in part on having a complex court, an elected ruler and 
use of elaborate tombs and religious facilities (Horton 
[1996] 423; Allen [1993]; Pouwel [1987]). Horton 
also details the minting of coinages in Kilwa and 
Pemba, and these underline the economic sophistica
tion of the towns of the Swahili coast at the beginning 
of the second millennium AD. Following a break in 
the later 11th century, more information is available 
on the political organisation of the coast. On the 
Benedir coast, Barawa is said to have had a republican 
form of government and Mogadishu had a govern
ment of clan elders. Further south, at Siyu in the Lamu 
archipelago, a similar form of rule was evident but in 
this case by elected elders. Horton ([1996] 426) based 
his account of forms of political authority on the 
northern coast on a limited number of historical 
sources, including Freeman-Grenville (1962) and 

Trimingham (1975). The sources are patchy and the 
extent to which the “waungwana” system of govern
ment as described by Nurse and Spear ([1985] 88-92) 
can be taken as a generalised form based on control of 
trade remains the subject of debate.

The establishment of a sultanate at Kilwa Kisiwani, 
which eventually included the island of Mafia, is indi
cated from the 11th century AD. Coins have been 
found bearing inscriptions attributed to Ali b. Al- 
Hasan, and the validity of the relationship to Siraf and 
Shiraz in the Persian Gulf have been discussed. There 
followed a series of expansions and contractions of 
the wealth of the sultanate of Kilwa. In the 14th cen
tury, under al-Hasan bin Sulaim, the mosque at Kilwa 
was expanded, with arched and domed extensions 
held by Sutton (1990) to be “an attempt to induce a 
more Shafi Islamic image”. The Husuni palace com
plex dates to this period and it is widely believed that 
a good part of the wealth derived from control of the 
gold trade from the Zimbabwean plateau far to the 
south. Kilwa was visited ca 1331 by Ibn Battuta who 
was well impressed with the town. Despite the slump 
of the late 14th century, building in coral rag at Kilwa 
continued, especially in the first part of the 15th cen
tury and also at the nearby island of Songo Mnara. 
Later in the 15th century Kilwa’s pre-eminence was 
apparently taken over by Mombasa and Malindi, and 
building in coral rag was apparently discontinued. In a 
broadening of the historical perspective, Blanchy has 
pointed to the role of Indian traders in the downfall of 
Kilwa’s fortunes (Blanchy [forthcoming]).

Recent scholarship stresses the role of regional 
trade and production in the origin of the Swahili civil
isation. Whatever the original conditions for the 
growth of settlements, it is clear that by 1500 they 
were highly integrated and indeed dependent on for
eign trade. When this transformation into a mercantile 
economy and society took place is not clear, but it was 
gradual. When the Portuguese arrived at the end of the 
15th century, they were faced with a network of towns 
and cities linked mainly through their maritime con
nections. Are these best thought of as city-states?

According to Gaspar Correa’s description of Kilwa 
in 1502 (quoted in Nurse and Spear [1985] 84), “A 
moor ruled over this city, who did not possess more 
country than the city itself.” In the same account we 
hear that the town had ca 12,000 inhabitants living 
within the walls.

Also in 1502, “Mombasa is a very large town on an 
island from one and a half to two leagues round. The 
houses are of the same type as those of Kilwa: some 
are three storied and all are plastered with lime. The 
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streets are very narrow. The town has more than 600 
houses which are thatched with palm leaves. In 
between the stone houses are wooden houses with 
porches and stables for cattle.”

In 1517-18, Duarte Barbosa described the coast 
(Freeman-Grenville [1962]): “[Mombasa]... is a land 
full of food. Sheep, cows in great plenty. Much millet, 
rice, sweet,biter orangs etc. The men thereof carry on 
trade with mainland... honey, wax and ivory (132). 
[People in Malindi] ... are great barterers, and deal in 
cloth, gold, ivory, and other wares with the moors and 
heathen of the great kingdom of Cambaya; and to 
their haven come every year many ships with cargoes 
from which they get great store of gold, ivory and 
wax. (132). The kings of these isles [Pemba, Mafia 
and Zanzibar] live in great luxury; they are clad in 
very fine silk and cotton garments which they pur
chase at Mombasa from Cambaya merchants (133).”

In 1512 the following description was given for 
Pate and Lamu: “These carry on trade with the inland 
country and are well walled with stone and mortar in 
as much as they are often at war with the heathen of 
the mainland” (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 134).

In 1569 Pate was said to have had “a large com
merce with Mecca and other parts. The city is very 
large and has many fine edifices. The Moorish priest 
was the chief of all the coast. It is a very large Moorish 
city and a different trade is carried on, for there are 
very rich silk cloths from which the Portuguese derive 
great profits in the other Moorish cities where they are 
not to be had, because they are only manufactured at 
Pate and are sent to the others from that place. The 
Portuguese exchange iron ware beads and cotton cloth 
which the people of Pate do not possess for these 
silks. Ships from India resort to this city. It is a sepa
rate kingdom” (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 142).

Although these observations support the idea of the 
polities as city-states, it is important to keep in mind 
the biases of documentary sources which provide out
siders’ rather than local residents’ views. If mji means 
both town and state, then city-state is not just the out
sider’s classification of an African polity. City-state is 
then our term for what the Swahili themselves took to 
be an important aspect of their own civilisation. It is 
also worth noting that the name of the towns are iden
tical with the names of the states, e.g. Kilwa, Mom
basa, Malindi, Lamu.

From an archaeological point of view, the above 
considerations will only be brought into sharper relief 
when the spatial layouts of the stone towns are archae- 
ologically compared to those of the outlying country
towns. Long-term archaeological research aiming at 

addressing this question has been initiated by Mutoro 
and Abungu (e.g. [1993, 1998]) on the Kenyan coast 
and also on the north Mozambique coast (Duarte 
[1993]; Sinclair et al. [1993]). As pointed out by 
Nichols (1971) settlements contemporary with Kilwa, 
and in its immediate vicinity, such as Lindi, Mongallo 
and Gangarra, also need to be investigated.

Trade and Towns
The expansion of overseas trade was explosive. The 
earliest archaeological evidence from the towns in the 
Lamu archipelago show small nucleated settlements 
of mud houses and cattle enclosures. Their inhabitants 
lived off fishing, livestock husbandry and agriculture. 
By the 10th century these communities obtained 
Middle Eastern and Chinese porcelain. Trade in
creased in volume during the subsequent centuries 
and the number of towns and villages grew along the 
coast from Somalia to Mozambique. The basic ex
ports were ivory, rhino horn, tortoise-shell, ambergris, 
slaves, leopard skins, gold (from the southern coast 
deriving from the Zimbabwe area), iron, gum and 
myrrh, cotton cloth (Wright [1993]).

What was the origin of the wealth that supported 
the towns? While we know the sources of imported 
goods, very little is yet known of the source of the 
indigenous goods from which this civilisation pros
pered. Despite the fairly rich documentary material, 
and archaeological investigations of the coastal cities, 
the relationships between these towns and their hinter
lands are still shrouded in mystery. In the absence of 
much evidence, scholars have tended to view the 
coastal civilisation as isolated from the interior. Many 
authors suggest that ivory and other export goods 
were procured from the coastal belt itself (e.g., 
Koponen [1988] 55; Sheriff [1987] 78) and that a 
great portion of the commerce was based on trans
shipment of ivory and gold from Kilwa and the south. 
That is, the northern towns such as Pate, Malindi, and 
Mombasa derived their prosperity as trans-shipment 
points for resources obtained in the coasting trade 
from Kilwa and the Mozambique coast (Datoo 
[1970]). This was because the monsoon is more 
favourable in the north, hence the goods had to be 
traded before continuing to the Middle East and India. 
When the Portuguese had destroyed Kilwa and 
occupied Sofala, the northern area lost its lucrative 
trade. While it is true that many ships from Malindi 
and Mombasa traded to Mozambique, this is not 
evidence that this was their main trade route.

Although archaeological evidence is still sparse 
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there are a few unequivocal documentary indications 
that the northern settlements also traded with people 
in their own hinterlands. The problem with the 
Portuguese sources is that while they mention the 
warehousing and trade of ivory in Malindi and 
Mombasa, they seldom specify where it came from. 
Despite this problem there are a number of documents 
pertaining to the centuries before 1800 that indicate 
direct trade with the hinterland. In the Geography of 
Duarte Lopez it is stated that: “the kingdoms of 
Kilwa, Mombasa and Malindi bordered to the west on 
the great country of Monemugi (Unymawezi) whose 
ruler lived in peace with the coastal states, for they 
had mutual interest in trade and he required an outlet 
to the sea” (Strandes [1971, 1899]). Duarte Barbosa 
points out that the people of Mombasa traded with the 
people on the mainland for honey, wax, and ivory 
(Freeman-Grenville [1962] 132). In 1634, another 
record mentions that “Of the revenues, which come 
from the coast of Mombasa, the principal are ivory, 
amberfgris] and civet, which are obtained from the 
caffres. All these are exported to India, but a great 
deal is often taken to Mozambique.” Here it is im
portant to note that the products are sometimes taken 
to Mozambique, not the other way around as the tran
shipment argument would have it. Thorbahn ([1979] 
153) recounts the case of Portuguese trading company 
founded in 1692 that shipped ivory from Mombasa. 
When Fort Jesus and Mombasa were lost to the 
Portuguese, the company unsuccessfully tried to find 
alternative sources of ivory in Mozambique, indic
ating that Mombasa was the primary source of the 
ivory rather than a re-export point.

Archeological evidence for 
Relationships between Coast and hinterland 
So far the direct archaeological evidence for interac
tion between the coastal settlements and the hinter
land is scarce and concentrated along the Tana and 
Pangani river basins, and far to the south in Vilanculos 
Bay, as well as in north-west Madagascar inland from 
Mahilaka. The dominant domestic ceramics found at 
the large town site of Ungwana in the Tana delta 
are also found at various sites along the river basin, 
indicating cultural relationships and communication. 
However, there is, by coastal standards, a scarcity of 
exotic trade items in the interior sites. Only one 
imported sherd was found in situ at Wenje on the Tana 
but glass beads, copper chains, aragonite beads have 
also been recovered (Abungu and Mutoro [1993] 
703).

In the Pangani valley, which would become one of 
the most important ivory sources for 19th century car
avans, only a few sites have turned up artefacts of 
coastal and foreign derivation predating the last cen
tury. But then only a few investigations have been 
made by Soper (1967) in South Pare and Usambara, 
Odner (1971a,b) in Kilimanjaro and North Pare, and 
Chami (nd) in North Pare. In South Pare, a few glass 
beads, shell beads, cowries, and copper were found 
that date to the first half of the second millennium. In 
North Pare, Chami (nd) made surface finds of a small 
blue glass bead of unknown date and two potsherds 
with coastal decorations that date between the 8th and 
13th centuries. To our knowledge no imported coastal 
artifacts pre-dating the 19th century have been col
lected on Kilimanjaro, and such material is also sur
prisingly absent on Usambara, which is close to the 
coast. However, some of the Usambara pottery has 
close affinities with coastal Tana Ware (Horton 
[1996]).

The character and quantity of archaeological evi
dence must be considered in the light of the peculiar 
history of East African archaeology, which has to a 
great extent ignored the coastal hinterland during the 
time that we are discussing. While much work has 
been done in the more spectacular coastal urban sites, 
few researchers are working in the rural areas (e.g. 
Chami [1994, 1998]; Haaland [1994-5]) and with sites 
later than the 12th or 13th centuries. This makes it 
imperative to discuss the possible theoretical implica
tions of later political economic processes in order to 
encourage new research. Such ventures should cover 
regions and local developments as well as their links 
to the global systems of trade and cultural inter
actions.

One such attempt was made by Thorbahn (1979) 
who, frustrated by the lack of direct evidence for ivory 
trade on the northern Swahili coast, built a computer 
model based on 16th-19th century data on tusk sizes 
and the known historical fluctuations in ivory supply. 
This computer simulation indicated that even with 
low export volumes, the immediate hinterland (300 
km from the coast) of any East African port would 
have been completely exploited in 200 years. Con
sidering that the trade has been going of for millennia, 
there would have been few elephants left for the 19th 
century unless a much larger area had been exploited 
during the last 500-1000 years. This kind of exercise 
is of course fraught with pitfalls based on a host of 
assumptions and poorly known conditions of both 
elephant ecology and economic relationships during 
this time. But although the amount of ivory extracted 
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from East Africa between 900 and 1500 is not 
known, it must be remembered that already in the 10th 
century Swahili traders handled ivory, rock crystals, 
and gold from the inland. Muslim merchants 
transported them to the Mediterranean world and by 
about 960 AD Europe was flooded with magnificent 
examples of carvings in elephant ivory (Horton 
[ 1987]). Hence, a new interpretation and new research 
must take into account a long-standing exploitation in 
relation to the ecology and biological characteristics 
of the animals that provided the ivory.

The slow accretion of new models and evidence has 
moved a growing number scholars to consider the 
possibility that the trade network extended into the 
interior, especially along the river valleys (Sutton 
[1990]; Feierman [1974]; Thorbahn [1979]; Horton 
[1987]; Allen [1993]; Kusimba [1999]). Once such 
contacts are recognised it becomes possible to formu
late hypotheses about the character of the coastal hin
terland relationships for further archaeological inves
tigation. In this context it is imperative to consider the 
kind of trade goods that were exchanged for ivory and 
other products from the hinterland. What was given in 
exchange? Archaeologists looking for trade links with 
the coast have understandably focussed on preserv
able items such as beads. However, beads were not 
popular in the 19th century, and there is another article 
that stands out both in 19th century records and in 
medieval sources namely cloth. Cloth was a major 
article of barter in the 9th century (Freeman-Grenville 
[1962] 8 [Tuan Ch’eng-shih], in thel200s (Freeman- 
Grenville [1962] 21 [Chao Ju-Kua]) and 1500s 
(Freeman-Grenville [1962] 110). Cattle have been 
recognised as an important component of early urban 
economies in eastern Africa (e.g. Allen [1993], Sin
clair [1995], Horton [1996])

Another important item that the coastal merchants 
used in exchange was probably cattle. The importance 
of cattle as a medium of exchange and prestige good 
was ubiquitous in 19th century East Africa, and 
documentary evidence of large numbers of cattle 
abounds in historical sources. In addition, linguistic 
evidence supports the assumption of a similar eco
nomic and social role of cattle in the centuries before 
(Ehret [1998] 179). The earliest mention of cattle 
being imported from India for trade is in the 19th cen
tury (Koponen [1988]). However, sources mention 
large numbers of cattle being maintained on the coast 
perhaps for purposes of exchange (Håkansson [forth
coming]), for example there are reports stating that 
there was plenty of cattle in Mombasa and Malindi in 
the 1500s (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 110, 132), Pem

ba and Zanzibar (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 133, 
155).

Prior to the 1800s, little is known about the eco
nomic and political relationships between the towns 
and the interior societies. The Swahili polities along 
the Kenyan and Tanzanian coast did not extend any 
political power inland. It is clear that these towns were 
militarily very weak and had to rely on alliances with 
their hinterland neighbours for defence and protec
tion. Indeed, the evidence shows clearly that it was 
peoples inhabiting the coastal hinterland that held the 
military advantage, to the extent that since the 1500s 
they had to transfer annual gifts of cloth to secure the 
peace and continuous supply of food and trade goods. 
Even such a prosperous and powerful city as Mom
basa under the Mazruis in the 18th century and even 
into the first half of the 19th century could not impose 
any decisions on its neighbours (Willis [1993]). The 
era of caravan penetration into the interior did not 
begun in earnest until the middle of the 19th century, 
and before that the trade in ivory and other goods was 
in the hands of the interior societies (Lamphear 
[1970]).

To what extent can the trade be termed unequal? 
Some authors such as Sheriff (1987) suggest that this 
trade impoverished populations, for instance the ivory
trading Kamba in Kenya, who were among the fore
most ivory traders. Such a view is based on depend
ency theory and notions of unequal exchange. From a 
world systems perspective the coastal towns were 
semi-peripheral ports of trade that linked eastern 
Africa to the Indian Ocean system. The urban areas 
exhibited features that define them as cores in rela
tionship to the interior. They had higher population 
densities, a complex division of labour with occupa
tional specialisations, access to others’ labour in the 
form of slaves, servants and labourers, more wealth 
per capita in the form of valuable imported goods, and 
an elite that lived in labour-intensive habitations, and 
hence probably nascent class formation. The interior 
was mainly kinship based, with less personal wealth 
per capita, less access to others’ labour, lower popula
tion densities, and a simpler division of labour with 
few specialists. These differences represent what 
world systems theorists may call “core/periphery dif
ferentiation” (Chase-Dunn and Hall [1997]).

But was there a core/periphery hierarchy? Core/ 
periphery hierarchy is a central theoretical concept in 
world-systems approaches. It is an exploitative rela
tionship in which the core extracts wealth from the 
periphery without equal compensation. Exploitation 
may be direct, through institutions such as property 
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relationships, the extraction of tribute or taxes or the 
application of direct force. Or it may be more indirect, 
such as through unequal exchange. In the case of the 
East African coastal core/periphery, the absence of 
any of these criteria indicates that there was no such 
domination. Evidence shows that the towns exercised 
little if any political military domination on the inte
rior - in fact it seems that the interior populations had 
the upper hand in potential military strength. Thus if 
there was a core/periphery hierarchy, it was not pro
nounced. Unequal exchange could possibly have 
taken place because the coastal core could have 
exchanged something with little labour per unit, such 
as cloth, for such comparatively labour-intensive inte
rior goods as foodstuffs, metals or ivory. However, 
such an analysis is made difficult because of a dis
crepancy in their economic systems, where cloth and 
beads were valued as media of exchange in the inte
rior while ivory was worthless. There is evidence to 
suggest that this trade actually stimulated and diversi
fied local food and craft production (Kjekshus [1977]; 
Jackson [1976]). An alternative view is given by 
Duarte of the situation on the north Mozambique 
coast where the effects of trading activities seem to 
have undermined the risk-buffering networks of the 
farming communities (Duarte [1993]). The dynamics 
and effects of the coastal trade on the interior societies 
remain to be explored.

The Decline of the Swahili City-States
Most archaeological effort has been expended in 
understanding the gross chronology of the periods of 
classical Swahili civilisation and its origins, as well as 
details of the layout and stratigraphy of its most 
important sites. Relatively little has been achieved in 
the later periods following the arrival of the Portu
guese. Exceptions to this of course exist and include 
work at Fort Jesus (Kirkman [1974]), underwater 
archaeology of the wreck of the St Antonio de Tana in 
Mombasa harbour and in the upper levels of excava
tions at sites such as Mtwapa and Takwa (see also bib
liography by Wilding [1976]). One is left with the 
impression that clusters of urban and associated sites 
occur at intervals down the coast (see for example 
maps in Wilson [1982] and Abungu [1998]) but these 
were not necessarily occupied at the same time. The 
best source for assessing the possible contempo
raneity of these sites, both between and within settle
ment clusters, is the chronological study of 96 sites on 
the Kenya coast by Wilson (1982). This is based on 
ceramic finds and shows clearly that certain sites such 

as Pate, Lamu, Siyu, Faza, Malindi, and Mombasa 
were occupied for a number of centuries while other 
mainly smaller sites were only short-term occupations 
(Wilson [1982] 217-18). Particular lacunae can be 
noted at the early to mid 17th century and new be
ginnings in the late 18th century.

From the mid 16th to mid 17th century the Swahili 
towns experienced increasing difficulties in main
taining their trading networks. This appears to have 
been primarily because of the disruptive influence of 
the Portuguese. During the period between ca 1550 
and 1650 the Swahili mercantile economy went into a 
steep decline. Trade diminished in volume, towns and 
villages became depopulated or abandoned. During 
the 1600s the building of stone mosques apparently 
ceased, a large number of mosques were abandoned 
and fell into ruin. Of ca 49 extant coastal sites 
between the Somali border and the Pangani River, ca 
40 were abandoned or significantly reduced in size, 
and decayed during this period. Most of these sites 
that dotted the coastal strip were quite small, with a 
stone mosque and graves probably surrounded by 
mud-walled buildings. Several were large comprising 
around 15 ha, such as Gede, Pate, Ungwana, Tongoni 
that were left in ruins; Malindi too, was significantly 
reduced in size and dilapidated during this period. The 
effects of this downturn of fortunes must have had a 
strong effect not only on coastal social and economic 
conditions, but on the interior as well. The impact on 
the whole region is not well understood partly because 
of the scarcity of documentary and archaeological 
information (Kusimba [1999]).

By the end of the 16th century the Swahili wealth 
and commerce had been broken. In 1606 Bernardino 
writes about Mombasa: “Their (the houses’) inhabi
tants are Moors who, although formerly rich, now live 
in utter poverty” (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 157). 
Later an English observer noted in 1667: “It is a place 
of no great traffiq, the evidence of which is I imagine 
the poverty of the inhabitants are so squeezed perpet
ually by the governor that they seldom or never come 
to be worth anything of an estate. Nor are they suf
fered to trade for 20 peeces 8/8 without governors 
licence. Mombasa itself seidome sens anything con
siderable, their only trade consisting in their small 
boates with which the goveenor sends down to Quilo, 
Pembah and Zanzebar ... for gold, amber, ivory etc” 
(Freeman-Grenville [1971] 190). Malindi, despite 
being an ally of Portugal, also declined since the king 
of Malindi had been made king of Mombasa and 
moved to that city. By 1634, “The kingdom of 
Malindi... has now decreased to a third part of the size 
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it was. The viceroy appointed a trusty moor and 
ordered him to be given 25 scores of linen cloth and 
two candils of iron to disperse to the Mossegeju 
yearly who continually infest them. There is nothing 
else of interest in the kingdom” (Freeman-Grenville 
[1962] 182).

To the north, in the Lamu archipelago, the city of 
Pate seems to have fared better than Mombasa. In 
1634 it was reported that: “A custom house was 
placed here by the viceroy, the Count de Linhares, for 
the ships, which are unable to proceed to Mombassa 
to pay their dues to His Majesty’s treasury. The King 
of Pate is thereby placed in a particularly favourable 
position by reason of the trade which comes to his ter
ritory. The customs house is like that of Mombasa and 
has four Portuguese officials, whose expenses are paid 
by his majesty’s treasury” (Freeman-Grenville [1962] 
181).

Pate still held dominance but was rivalled by the 
expanding Lamu, which was going to become the 
most important port in the north. Other settlements 
declined as well as cities like Ungwana and Gede that 
were abandoned during this time. While the force that 
the Portuguese concentrated on Mombasa greatly con
tributed to the disenfranchisement of its local popula
tion, military attacks alone could not have destroyed 
the economy of the whole coast. Malindi declined 
without any military intervention, as did most of the 
small settlements and larger ones like Gede. Pate, on 
the other hand, which was also subject of many 
attacks and devastations, managed to hold its own 
until it was outcompeted and vanquished by Lamu.

To the south of Mombasa, depopulation and eco
nomic depression was also occurring. Tongoni or 
Mtangata was an ally of Portugal; it was probably 
established in the 13th century and abandoned in the 
17th century. There are still ruins remaining of a fairly 
large settlement with stone houses, a mosque and 
pillar tombs (Kirkman [1966a]). Nothing is known 
about the economic and social relationships of this 
town with the interior of the region, but judging from 
its alliance with Portugal it may have been politically 
subservient to Mombasa, as Tanga was in the 18th 
century. An alliance with the foreign invaders may 
have been seen as an opportunity to rid themselves 
from Mombasa’s dominance. There are a number of 
smaller settlements such as Toten Island in the Tanga 
harbour, whose age is unknown but occupation seems 
to have ended by the 1600s. The evidence also 
indicates that after 1600 there was a possible de
population at a number of these sites and then later 
reoccupation. It is possible that these settlements were 

outlets for ivory from the Kilimanjaro-North Pare 
region and beyond. A few scraps of evidence are the 
presence of Swahili among the Chagga around the 
1840s, and an oral tradition pertaining to the 1700s. 
As it did later, this region probably also supplied 
Mombasa directly with ivory. It is also possible that 
somewhere in that region there was a collection point 
or a market where ivory and other goods were 
exchanged and transported to Mombasa and the 
Pangani/Tongoni. Gonja in South Pare is a good 
candidate since it is equidistant from Kilimanjaro and 
Mombasa and Tongoni.

The reasons for the coastal economic decline are 
only partly clear. According to the latest discussion of 
this problem (Kusimba [1999]), two different explana
tions have been proposed. One view is that climatic 
conditions changed, and drought caused water short
ages, forcing people to move. Those who remained 
overused the existing wells, which in turn increased 
the spread of waterborne diseases, causing widespread 
epidemics. A mass migration from the coast followed 
which resulted in conflicts over land and water in the 
hinterland, and warfare with the pastoralist Oromo. 
Kusimba ([1999] 176) does not support this hypo
thesis that presupposes violent conflicts and popula
tion movements before Portuguese times. He argues 
that warfare on a systematic regional scale would 
have left traces in the archaeological record, but there 
is no such evidence in the form of, e.g., burned 
houses, wrecked villages, or skeletons with marks of 
violent death. Instead he supports the second and most 
widely accepted view, viz. that the Portuguese con
quest caused the abandonment of the coast and the 
decline in the Swahili commerce. This explanation, 
which seems to have much in favour of it, has been 
suggested by several authors (Sheriff [1987]; Pearson 
[1998]; Freeman-Grenville [1963]). However, while 
many authors put forward the effects of Portuguese 
activities on commerce and politics along the coast 
there is also doubt about how much impact the thinly 
stretched naval power could have had along the long 
coast of the western Indian Ocean (Pearson [1999] 
138; Wallerstein [1974]).

The Portuguese arrival in 1502 spelled the be
ginning of a decline in trade on the coast that would 
become especially severe from the end of the 1500s to 
the end of the 1600s. The Portuguese main objective 
in entering the Indian Ocean was to capture the spice 
trade and to divert it though their maritime artery 
around the Cape of Good Hope. They captured Goa in 
western India and Mallacca in Southeast Asia. These 
harbours were used as a basis for an ocean empire, 
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and through the conquest of Hormuz and Muscat in 
Oman they established themselves on some of the 
critical centres of the Indian Ocean trade system. The 
Portuguese tried to prevent any sort of traffic between 
India and the Red Sea. There was a pronounced drop 
in the volume of goods passing to and from the East 
(Strandes [1971, 1899] 48). In addition, from their 
colony in Goa they managed to gain far-reaching 
control over the spice trade (Chaudhuri [1985] 66), 
establishing bases in Malindi and Sofala, and for a 
short period in Mombasa.

A combination of factors affected the coastal settle
ments. The Portuguese attacked and looted several 
cities on many occasions. Trading vessels were cap
tured and their cargo routinely confiscated. Attempts 
were made to centralise trade through Portuguese 
hands by giving trading monopolies in ivory to their 
officials. Taxes and levies were extracted from trade 
where possible, and trade in certain goods like beads 
and cloth were prohibited since they were used by the 
Portuguese to exchange for gold in Sofala. Activities 
elsewhere in the Indian Ocean must have been ruinous 
for many merchants who could therefore not raise 
capital for trade in East Africa. Political instability 
was also unleashed on the coast, where the Portuguese 
enlisted allies like Malindi to attack others like 
Mombasa, and exploited old enmities between city- 
states. The Portuguese first established themselves in 
Malindi and tried to capture Mombasa. The first 
storming of Mombasa was in 1505. Much loot was 
taken, i.e. gold, silver, ivory, ambergris, Persian and 
Indian fabrics, rice, millet, butter honey, butter, cattle 
and goats, and 1,200 prisoners. The prisoners and 
much of the booty were left behind because the 
ships were overloaded. Mombasa’s influence on the 
economy was broken for “a number of years” 
(Strandes [1971 = 1899] 64). Two more attacks took 
place during the 16th century, when the city was ran
sacked and looted until the Portuguese got a more 
stable foothold and begun constructing Fort Jesus as a 
stronghold on the northern Mrima coast (Kirkman 
[1974]).

More general and widespread changes in the eco
nomic conditions must be looked into. The Swahili 
towns and their mercantile contacts with the Indian 
Ocean were fragile. The towns were militarily weak 
and politically fragmented. Although small, the Por
tuguese presence quickly had an impact on commer
cial activities. They tried to control sea traffic with a 
pass system, and granted monopoly over certain com
modities to the captain of Malindi. The Portuguese 
also tried to cut out the Swahili from the Sofala trade. 

Trade in both gold and ivory declined (Strandes [1971 
= 1899] 119; Sheriff [1987] 16). The Portuguese 
efforts centred on excluding Arabs from India and 
making it impossible for them to obtain spices or to 
ship them in their accustomed way through the Red 
sea and the Persian Gulf and Syria. These efforts were 
never wholly successful - but they did succeed to the 
extent that the Arabs could only bring small quantities 
by stealth into the Red Sea. Portugal was able to 
become the major supplier of the goods from the east 
to Europe (Strandes [1971 = 1899] 101). In order to 
control the Sofala gold trade, commercial transactions 
in goods such as cloth used by the Portuguese to 
obtain gold in Sofala were prohibited along the whole 
coast, i.e. cloth and beads. Two ships patrolled the 
coast to enforce this prohibition (Strandes [1971 = 
[1899] 93).

While attempting to exclude the Swahili from the 
formerly lucrative ivory trade, the Portuguese them
selves do not seem to have been able to derive much 
profit from their trading monopoly. In 1634 when a 
customs house had been established in Mombasa no 
merchants came to trade and the revenues could not 
pay for the upkeep of the administration and garrison. 
The Captain of Mombasa continued to have a 
monopoly on trade. But in the second half of the 17th 
century these privileges were gradually taken over by 
a trading company. The goods mentioned included 
ambergris, ivory, and tortoise-shell. The greater 
resources of the company did not lead to an increase 
in trade, for during the few years of its existence, only 
one ship annually arrived at Mombasa. In Portuguese 
sources Mozambique is spoken of as the only source 
of wealth left in their eastern colonies (Strandes [1971 
= 1899] 211-12).

With the decline in trade and settlement on most of 
the coast, it is remarkable that the Lamu archipelago 
remained to a great extent unaffected by this trend. 
Apparently trade continued here and in the mid 17th 
century it was the greatest market for ivory on the 
coast. This condition can be attributed to two things. 
First, the Lamu archipelago was on the periphery of 
Portuguese influence; and second, they carried on 
trade through the Red Sea with Arabia (Mecca), and 
the Ottoman Empire. The Comores and Madagascar 
although known to the Portuguese, were not perceived 
as the objects of their direct interest and accordingly 
the towns were able to develop autonomously until 
falling under Omani influence (Vérin [1986, 1992]).

Obviously not only the coastal Swahili trading 
houses had been destroyed but the whole western 
Indian Ocean trade with East Africa had sharply 
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declined. Whether or not this decline was the result of 
Portuguese marine and commercial activities is a 
matter of discussion. Sheriff ([1987] 16) writes that 
although the power of the Swahili merchant class was 
broken, the Portuguese lacked resources for effective 
control of transoceanic commerce. Frank ([1998] 178- 
9) maintains that the Portuguese influence over the 
Indian Ocean trade was quite small and their par
ticipation limited compared to the overall volume of 
trade. By the end of the 16th century Portugal lost 
control over the spice trade and the trade between 
India and the Middle East (Chaudhuri [1985] 66). 
This does not contradict that for a while they may 
have had a devastating effect at least locally on the 
coast and the western part of the ocean. However, it is 
difficult to see how the Portuguese with their limited 
naval resources stretched from East Africa to China 
could have single-handedly disrupted the ivory trade. 
They probably had some help from global economic 
processes that took place during the 17th century in 
Europe and Asia. During that time Europe experi
enced a recession and demand for imported products 
must have suffered. More importantly Asia was 
suffering from a shortage of silver and a monetary 
crisis which must have affected the ability of traders 
to obtain credit for the East African trade as well 
(Frank [1998] 243). There was also a famine in India 
in the 1630s which may have affected its commercial 
ventures (Frank 11998] 238).

The decline in trade together with political insecu
rity created by Portuguese attacks and fuelling of 
inter-city enmities caused a large-scale depopulation 
of the coast. It is of course impossible to know 
without detailed archaeological information the num
ber of people involved. Mombasa is reported to have 
had a population of 10,000 in 1500, but that may be an 
exaggeration. Mombasa is ranked by Wilson (1982) 
with Lamu, Malindi, Pate, Ungwana, and Gede as 
similar in size. The latter two were abandoned and 
Mombasa and Malindi were substantially reduced. In
cluding the abandonment of 30 smaller settlements, 
we approach a figure in the tens of thousands of per
sons leaving the coast for the interior during the 
1600s. It may be supposed that later traditions found 
among coastal and interior populations about large- 
scale migrations could be memories from this period.

The economic depression and depopulation of the 
coast lasted until the beginning of the 1700s. In the 
17th century Oman had become a powerful trading 
nation and sea power; it ousted the Portuguese from 
their territories in an attempt to gain control over the 
Indian Ocean commerce. By 1652 Omani raiders 

were common in the coastal waters attacking the 
Portuguese. In 1698 they were finally able to expel 
the Portuguese from Mombasa and from any political 
and economic importance on the coast north of 
Mozambique. The Omani sovereignty was to be 
short-lived and the area became once again politically 
and commercially independent. Omani merchants 
established themselves on the coast and began their 
own trade exchanging Indian cloth for ivory and 
transporting Indian and British manufactured goods 
to the Persian Gulf (Sheriff [1987] 21). The 1700s 
provided an almost century-long period of relative 
freedom from outside domination and a commercial 
and cultural renaissance of the Swahili coast, with a 
revival of building activities (Sheriff [1987] 18).

The period between 1700 and 1850 would see a 
steady increase in commerce and expansion of the 
ivory trade. This is also an important period, in that 
trade to a great extent was to be in the hands of the in
terior populations. The revived coastal cities and com
merce did not venture inland and existed as entrepots 
to which the interior populations delivered ivory. Un
fortunately there is very little contemporary documen
tary information available for the 1700s that could 
shed light on the historical developments on the coast.

Conclusion
In this contribution we have tried to outline the polit
ical and economic characteristics of the Swahili city- 
states through a period of almost 1000 years. Natu
rally such an exercise will be schematic and in some 
aspects superficial. Our aim has been to emphasise 
recent trends in research and to suggest new agendas 
rather than in this short space attempt a coherent and 
comprehensive treatment of this subject. Before 
addressing substantive conclusions it is imperative to 
discuss the character of evidence and analysis that 
have so far been carried out in this area.

It is clear that any accounts of the Swahili city- 
states suffer from the near complete lack of archaeo
logical investigations of both their immediate hinter
land and the time period after the 16th century. The 
interpretations of the Swahili urban civilisation before 
the 1800s are usually based on static models derived 
from late ethno-historical material. While such sce
narios are important and useful for heuristic model
building, few researchers have produced models that 
address historical change. It is therefore imperative 
for future research to address the dynamic character of 
Swahili city-states and investigate the political 
economies of these from a diachronic perspective (cf
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Sinclair [1995]). The expansion of archaeological 
research on the coast and the formulation of new theo
retical and topical problems allow us to highlight 
some positive conclusions and some answers to the 
questions: is it legitimate to describe Swahili civilisa
tion as a city-state culture, i.e. as a system of city- 
states? And in what way is our understanding of the 
Swahili civilisation furthered by applying the con
cepts of city-state and city-state culture?

Although comparatively small, the Swahili mji was 
a city in the Weberian sense (see Hansen supra, 11- 
12). It had a large nucleated and often walled centre 
whose inhabitants practised some division of labour 
and specialisation of function, e.g. iron workers. It 
had markets where inhabitants acquired a substantial 
amount of what they needed and the town had an 
important involvement in long distance trade. It is no 
obstacle that a number of the inhabitants could have 
been direct producers of foodstuffs, e.g. fisherman 
and farmers who had their fields outside (and some
times inside) the walls (Ackerbürger).

Without entering the voluminous literature on state 
formation, we would like to stress that the Swahili 
mji, as it is historically known, exhibited state-like 
structures. It was a state in the sense that it had a cen
tralised and institutionalised government in posses
sion of the necessary means of coercion by which the 
legal order could be enforced over the population in 
the territory (see Hansen, supra 12-13). True, a 
Swahili town had rather weak military and coercive 
institutions but they seem to have been sufficiently 
developed for the classification of state rather than 
stateless society to be appropriate. It is no obstacle to 
this classification that the political organisation was 
based upon descent corporations such as sub-clans 
and clans.

From a political economy perspective, the distribu
tion and appropriation of social labour is also crucial 
as an indicator of state organisation in which a class of 
people is able to control others’ labour outside kinship 
ties (cf. Wolf [1982] 99). Large populations of slaves 
and other social categories who produced a surplus 
that was appropriated by the patricians clearly existed. 
It is important to note that much of the wealth 
controlled by the merchant class derived not from 
direct exploitation of subordinate classes but from 
gains in trade. This particular means for extracting 
wealth must have been an important factor deter
mining the particular political-economic processes in 
these towns over time.

The Swahili mji was either independent or, when 
dependent upon a foreign power, in possession of 

autonomy to such a degree that it must be classified as 
a polity rather than a municipality. The town was also 
a military unit which could wage war against other 
towns and often did. As a corollary it can be added 
that a town could enter into an alliance with other 
towns or with other states (Kusimba [ 1999] 143).

In the 14th and 15th centuries there were altogether 
some 20-25 polities, most of them centred on a stone 
town, but the traditional equation of stone town with 
polity may be an oversimplification. Occasionally a 
stone town might have been just an urban centre 
without being a polity (Somana in northern Mozam
bique is one possible example) and conversely some 
of the major country towns, e.g. on the north Kenya 
coast, may have been the centres of city-states. Some 
of the larger towns, such as Mombasa, were able to, 
politically and economically, dominate other smaller 
settlements on the coast. During the 18th century 
Mombasa controlled the coast down to Tanga and 
Pangani who sent their ivory through that port 
(Mazrui [ 1995]; Emery’s journal).

The Swahili mji were micro-states. For instance, 
Kilwa’s core territory was confined to the island. 
Even including a number of settlements on the main
land, its territory is unlikely to have reached more 
than 1000 km2. Zanzibar, covering ca 2,500 km2, was 
split up into a number of states, some centred on stone 
towns and some perhaps on country towns. On the 
Lamu archipelago, towns on Lamu, Pate and Manda 
are so close to one another that each must have had a 
very small territory, even considering hinterland ex
tensions.

These micro-states were in fact city-states each 
consisting of a town and its immediate hinterland 
dotted with a number of other settlements, the mji 
being the political and religious centre and an impor
tant entrepot for long-distance trade. All the mji 
together form a city-state culture having, notwith
standing local variations in each case, the same reli
gion (Islam), the same language (Swahili), a common 
architectural tradition and material culture, and the 
same kinship-based political organisation, often with 
elected kings and a significant component of decision
making by consensus. All these mji constitute an 
interacting network covering ca 3,000 km of coast and 
with extensions to the off-shore island archipelagos of 
Zanzibar and the Comores and northern Madagascar. 
Communication was mainly by sea along the coast, 
but also by land especially between neighbouring 
communities.

Each city-state consisted of a cluster of nucleated 
settlements of which one was usually a stone town, 



480 Paul J.J. Sinclair and Thomas Håkansson

the others country towns, villages and hamlets. The 
stone town was the political and religious centre 
where the king resided and the major mosques were 
found, especially the Friday Congregation Mosque 
(e.g. Kusimba [1999] 147). Some of the country 
towns, however, were substantial urban centres, some
times more populous than the stone town, e.g. Bajun, 
Faza and Kizingitini on Pate (Middleton [1992] 79- 
80). Such clusters are distributed widely along the 
coast of east Africa from Somalia to Mozambique, on 
the off-shore islands including the Zanzibar and 
Comorian archipelago, and also judging from avail
able evidence the north-west coast of Madagascar. 
At least on the east African coast each city-state 
apparently had its own distinctive dialect (Kusimba 
[1999] 139) but the dialects were mutually intelligible 
(Kusimba [1999] 154). The linguistic situation per
taining to the towns of the Comores and north-west 
Madagascar is currently under research. The relation
ships between the towns of the Benedir coast with 
those of the coast further south needs to be further 
investigated, as does the relationship between the 
towns of north-east Madagascar and the Comores 
with those of the east African mainland. How far can 
we consider these Swahili?

Subject to the reservations pointed out above about 
sources, there appears at least in the 19th century to 
have been four social classes: (1) The elite class, the 
waungwana, (2) manumitted commoners, (3) slaves 
and (4) foreigners and recent immigrants. The waung
wana are comparable to the citizens in oligarchic city- 
states in other city-state cultures. Their privileges 
included the right to own landed property, the right to 
build and live in a stone house in one’s own ward 
(mtaà), the right to trade with foreign merchants, and 
the right to elect town and mosque officials (Kusimba 
[1999] 140). Most miji were “monarchies”, but coun
cils of elders and other corporative and kinship-based 
institutions were so important that the classification of 
many miji as oligarchies seems more appropriate.

From a political point of view the following péri
odisation for city-states can be suggested. (1) 300- 
1000 AD: farming communities developing into 
towns, but with little if any evidence of state forma
tion. (2) From ca 1000 AD or perhaps earlier: the 
emergence of independent city-states, fully developed 
by 1331 (ibn Battuta) and flourishing until ca 1500 
AD. (3) Ca 1500-1650 AD: mostly dependent city- 
states dominated by the Portuguese but continuing 
e.g. in the Lamu archipelago and the Comores as still 
largely autonomous city-states. (4) 1650-ca 1800: 
dependent city-states dominated by the Omanis who 

exercise a form of indirect rule so that each city-state 
is still in possession of a discernible amount of 
autonomy, especially in the second half of the 18th 
century. (5) In the period after 1804 the former city- 
states become municipalities in the Zanzibar empire 
ruled by Sayyid Said.

Like the Malay negeri (see Reid, supra 417-29) the 
Swahili mji differed from the Islamic towns of the 
Near East by being polities rather than towns inte
grated into much larger political units. A probable 
explanation for this is the active indigenous African 
contribution to cultural, economic, political organisa
tion combined with Islamic traditions.
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The Hausa City-States from 1450 to 18041

Robert Griffeth

(Respondents: Paul Sinclair & Anthony Kirk-Greene)

The Hausa of modern northern Nigeria and southern 
Niger constitute one of Black Africa’s largest popula
tions. They share a very old common historical tradi
tion, and they speak and write in a language which has 
spread widely across West Africa’s vast grasslands as 
a result of the vigorous commercial enterprise of their 
long-distance traders. They are also among the most 
fully Islamized of sub-Saharan Africa’s peoples, 
although the vitality of pre-Muslim Hausa customs 
and beliefs remains strong in their culture down to the 
present day. But of all the features of Hausa civiliza
tion that have come to symbolize their distinctive way 
of life, those associated with the great walled cities of 
Hausaland’s core territories are central.

For nearly three hundred and fifty years (ca. 1450- 
1804) Kano and Katsina, Daura, Gobir, and Zazzau 
(Zaria) as well as many similar, if smaller, expressions 
of the urban phenomenon flourished as sovereign 
city-states within the general milieu of an evolving 
common Hausa culture. As in the cases of city-states 
in antiquity and Western Europe’s late medieval and 
early modern experience, the Hausa urban polities 
were almost continuously challenged and disturbed by 
powerful imperial neighbors; they also spent a great 
deal of their energies in competing and warring with 
each other. At the same time, each possessed that 
essential special feature of all city-states: those who 
constituted the local community—rulers, citizens, and 
subjects—regarded themselves as sovereign, as be
longing wholly to a place and a defined social unity 
which commanded their highest allegiance. While 
recognizing and affirming the cultural ties which knit 
them to all other Hausa, they nonetheless prized most 
their independence and often struggled mightily to 
insure that it remained unfettered by encroachments 
from foreign kingdoms and neighboring Hausa alike. 
The walled cities were thus more than symbols of 
independence and places of refuge in stressful times: 
the walls enclosed that space, that almost sacred ter
rain, within which each member of the community 

could affirm and secure his or her status in the best of 
times as well as the worst. A Hausa expression of 
one’s ultimate loyalties and pride of identity is 
summed up in the proverbial statement, “He who has 
not seen Kano has not seen the world.”

The origins and early development of Hausa city- 
state civilization are both ancient and poorly known.2 
The first adequately documented instances of city- 
states in situ appear only near the end of the first mil
lennium A.D. While both physical evidence and oral 
tradition speak of cities and their rulers as early as the 
eleventh century, the fully developed Hausa city-state 
civilization is known in fair detail only from the mid
fifteenth century. By that time the written accounts 
begin to reflect the strongly Islamic features which 
have come to characterize certain key groups of the 
population. The internal vigor of the strongest states, 
coupled with the declining powers of their formerly 
potent Songhay (western) and Bomuese (eastern) 
imperial neighbors, caused the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries to be a period when the Hausa city- 
states reached their full flowering as sovereign enti
ties. Local production and foreign commerce both 
grew dramatically. Great market centers flourished 
and expanded, particularly at Kano. Hausa merchants 
penetrated new commercial zones far to the west 
and south. The socio-economic structures within 
individual states grew increasingly complex and 
specialized. And all exhibited greater signs of Islamic 
influence in the patterns of intellectual and cultural 
life as well as in government.

This great age of city-state dominance ended 
abruptly during the years 1804-12 when the Fulani, a 
distinguishably foreign people who had entered 
Hausaland from the far West African grasslands as 
cattle herdsmen over the previous four to six cen
turies, organized and successfully carried out a rev
olution based on Islamic reformism (jihad) that finally 
and definitively swept away the cherished local sover
eignty of the most important Hausa states. In their 
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place the new Fulani rulers established a Muslim 
imperial government, the Caliphate.3 The city-states 
became provincial capitals (emirates) owing alle
giance and paying regular taxes to the Caliph, who 
ruled from the new imperial city of Sokoto. This 
Hausa-Fulani empire, as it came to be called, pursued 
a campaign of imperial expansion that extended far 
beyond the frontiers of traditional Hausaland. It 
became, in fact, one of the largest and most powerful 
states of nineteenth century Africa. When it, too, fell 
victim to foreign rule under British and French con
querors in the early years of the twentieth century, the 
result was not a restoration of quasi sovereignty to the 
old Hausa city-states. The British, in particular, ruled 
their new Nigerian colony (to which Hausaland was 
amalgamated as a major region) by maintaining and 
attempting to modernize the Fulani-created adminis
trative apparatus. One consequence was an even 
greater diminution of local city-state autonomy than 
had occurred during the pre-colonial era. This 
expanded and colonially shored-up Hausa-Fulani 
Caliphate and emirate system of government was 
itself badly shattered in January 1966 when the last 
ruler, Sir Ahmadu Bello, Premier of the Northern 
Region, was assassinated in the course of the first 
Nigerian coup d’état.

Most standard accounts of Hausa history have paid 
scant attention to the pre-1804 city-state period. 
Those three and one half centuries extending from the 
successful introduction of Muslim influence to Hausa- 
land up to the Fulani jihad are usually depicted as an 
era of unrelieved internal competition and warfare 
during which time the Hausa states more often than 
not suffered from the depredations and tribute exac
tions of powerful neighbors. Historical interest has 
also focused on the theme of West African Islamic 
development in which the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries are regarded as a time of Hausa religious 
and cultural regression from what were the sound 
Islamic beginnings of the fifteenth and sixteenth cen
turies.4 From this perspective the city-state period is 
merely a long, painful time of transition when the 
potentially civilizing forces of Islam are kept in check 
by endemic political disorder and the resurgence of 
local, pagan traditions: “good” Muslims were forced 
to bide their time, mute their discontents, and await 
the chance to put things to right, which they did 
finally when the Fulani reformers coalesced into a 
potent new revolutionary party.

As in many other instances, this view of Hausa his
tory demonstrates once again the high order of prefer
ence shown by historians for the study of powerful 

centralized states and empires with emphasis placed 
upon the spread of “universal civilizations” such as 
Islam. The achievements, and setbacks, of societies 
which exist on smaller political scales and which 
assert local, “particularistic” cultural traditions com
mand a lesser share of attention and interest. This 
essay will attempt to shift that unequal balance of 
attention and interest by treating the relatively long 
age of developed Hausa city-state culture as a notable 
achievement worthy of study in its own right.

Geographical Setting and
Hausa Pre-State Developments
Hausaland proper, that core area within which Hausa 
speech, society, and culture leading to the establish
ment of those urban concentrations known as birni 
(pl. birane), gradually developed in the well-watered 
grassland zone of modern northwestern Nigeria and 
southern Niger. This zone, bordered by the Sahara on 
the north, is part of a vast territory called by Arab 
geographers the bilad al-Sudan, “Land of the 
Blacks,” and spans the continent in the vicinity of ten 
to fifteen degrees north latitude from Ethiopia to 
Senegal. Except for the northernmost limits of the 
Sahel (the last latitudinal zone in which farming is 
possible before entering the desert itself) no pro
nounced geographical features separate Hausaland 
from similar grasslands that encircle its eastern, 
western, and southern flanks. Stream and river 
courses maintaining annual flows intersect it; and 
generally speaking, the whole of the region is capable 
of supporting settled farming communities. This eco
logical condition has existed throughout historical 
times and is certainly the basis upon which cereal 
agriculture (millet and sorghum predominate as staple 
food crops), cotton and indigo cultivation, and animal 
domestication spread. The first Hausa settlements 
were in all likelihood small family-managed farms 
which grew over time into more densely populated 
villages (garuruwa, sing, gari) of extended kin. Some 
few of the garuruwa subsequently enlarged their terri
tories while preserving at their centers the nuclei of 
the first birni.

Scholarly controversy has enveloped the discussion 
of Hausa birane origins. The most popular view until 
quite recently was based largely upon the preserved 
Hausa written accounts and scraps of information 
taken from the reports of medieval travelers. This 
view asserted that the Hausa oral accounts were for
mally written down by literate Muslims some two 
hundred or so years ago and that they embodied an 
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amorphous legendary tale of a founding ancestor, 
Abayajidda, a foreigner from the central Arab lands of 
the Near East, which reflected a Muslim bias that 
vastly postdated the actual establishment of Hausa 
culture. In order to grapple with this complicating ele
ment, some scholars have chosen to strip the accounts 
of what they regarded as merely legendary (that is, the 
stipulated facts contained in the written accounts) 
while at the same time proceeding to argue that Hausa 
culture of the present day is very old—some would 
assert two to three millennia. Archaeological evidence 
is almost wholly lacking to support this argument, but 
speculations based upon the comparative study of the 
languages spoken in the Central Sudan are made to 
give secondary support to the concept of an ancient 
Hausa culture that evolved over many hundreds of 
years prior to the present millennium. To the extent 
that foreign influence was thought to have played a 
significant role in this basically indigenous develop
ment, it was seen to have come from the north, the 
Saharan lands of the Tuareg nomadic peoples.

This general view has been termed by Professor J. 
E. G. Sutton, in a recent reconceptualization of the 
whole problem, as the “orthodox” view of Hausa 
beginnings.5 Sutton, who feels that the written record 
must be taken far more seriously as an historically 
accurate description of “true” Hausa origins, argues 
that the record itself in combination with a more pre
cise understanding of linguistic evidence reveals “the 
clear message...that Hausa expanded from east to 
west across the savanna belt of Northern Nigeria. And 
the relative homogeneity of the language and culture 
within this vast zone indicated that the spread is quite 
recent (within the present millennium, say).” Further, 
Sutton argues that while the written sources are 
clearly idealized, they do represent real historical 
developments that “enshrine the vague memory of 
how Hausaland and ‘Hausaness’ began from a series 
of small centers and hill-bases on its eastern side” 
which subsequently were extended to the western 
Hausa areas of Zamfara and Gobir by the seventeenth 
century.6

Sutton’s reformulation of the question is very con
vincing. It identifies Hausa language directly with its 
closest set of neighbors, the tongues spoken by the 
Teda-Daza peoples of the Lake Chad region. It con
forms the direction of movement of peoples in this 
whole region—basically an east to west migration— 
to the evidence presented in the oral and written ac
counts. And, Sutton’s postulation of a more recent 
date (during the present millennium) for the emer
gence of a homogeneous Hausa culture, including the 

foundation of the nuclear Hausa states, also accords 
well with both the traditions and the Muslim elements 
contained within them. Using Sutton’s guidelines, we 
shall now turn to the Hausa oral and written accounts 
themselves in order to chart Hausa city-state begin
nings.

Foundations of the First City-States
In the “Legend of the Queen of Daura and Abayajidda” 
the Hausa possess one of Africa’s most elaborately 
developed epic tales of origin. The story seeks to 
explain the circumstances surrounding the founding 
kingly lineages in each of the original seven birane 
and the relation of these states to nearby neighbors. It 
places heavy emphasis on the unity of Hausa culture 
despite the obvious disunity of the city-states in the 
political sphere. The tale also reflects many elements 
of formal Islamic story-telling, the main purpose of 
which is to link the distinctly non-Arab Hausa to the 
old centers of the Daura Legend, each differing from 
the others in important matters of detail and 
chronology; but all versions preserve the key features 
mentioned here.7

Abayajidda (or as he is known in the commonest of 
the versions, Abuyazidu) was a son of Abdulahi, king 
of Baghdad. He quarreled with his father, left Bagh
dad with a large company of followers, journeyed 
west, and finally arrived in the Bomu kingdom 
(located on the western edge of Lake Chad), Hausa- 
land’s strongest and nearest imperial neighbor. The 
Bornu Mai (ruler) saw that his visitor was very strong 
and commanded a great following of armed horse
men. He thereupon arranged for the marriage of his 
daughter, the Princess Magira, to Abayajidda. Subse
quently, the Mat asked Abayajidda for the loan of his 
horsemen in order to conduct a campaign against 
Bornu’s foes. In exchange for this the Mat promised 
that upon his return from battle he would install his 
son-in-law’s lieutenants as princes in the country. This 
promise proved to be a skillful deceit as the Mat 
intended to use his newly enlarged army to attack and 
kill the newcomers. Warned of this treachery by his 
wife, Abayajidda and Magira fled to the west, soon 
arriving in the first of the Hausa territories, Daura, at 
the site of Bimi Gabas ta Buram. There he left his 
Bomuese wife and journeyed on farther with one of 
his concubines to Birnin Daura.

Upon his arrival he was extended hospitality by an 
old woman named Waira. He asked her for water and 
received the reply that water was available only on 
Fridays as there was a great and menacing snake who 
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dwelt in the well and prevented people from drawing 
water on all the other days of the week. So Abayajidda 
took a bucket and went to the well to see for himself. 
When he let the bucket down, the snake appeared; but 
Abayajidda drew his knife and cut off the snake’s 
head. The following morning, which was Friday, the 
townspeople came to the well and saw the body of the 
slain snake. The Queen of Daura, who was sum
moned, asked her people who had killed the snake. 
Many lied and claimed credit for the act. She then 
asked for the snake’s head, and none who had spoken 
could produce it. Waira then spoke and said that her 
visitor, a man who arrived the night before on an 
animal “which was like a horse and yet was not a 
horse” had gone to the well for water. She reasoned 
that it may have been this visitor who slew the snake. 
Abayajidda, when summoned, produced the snake’s 
severed head.

Then the Queen said that she had promised half her 
kingdom to any who could rid her domain of the 
snake’s menacing presence; but Abayajidda asked 
instead that she marry him. And so he remained with 
the Queen of Daura as her husband along with the 
concubine who had accompanied him. Thereafter he 
was called by the name Makassarkin (snake-killer) 
and it was to him that the people were asked to bear 
their news. The concubine bore a son who was called 
Mukarbigari. Then the Queen of Daura bore a son 
whose name was Bawogari. Upon his father’s death, 
Bawo became the ruler (sarki, pl. sarakuna) in his 
father’s place.

Bawo in his turn had six sons. These were Gazaura 
who succeeded to the Daura kingship and Bagauda 
who founded Kano State; Gunguma who became king 
of Zazzau (Zaria) and Duma, king of Gobir; Ku- 
mayau established his rule over Katsina and Zamna 
Kogi over Rano. These six were all descended from 
three of Bawo’s wives, each pair from a common 
mother. Together with a son of Abayajidda’s Bor- 
nuese wife, Magira, who had remained at Gabas ta 
Buram (Biram), these offspring of a common grand
father are regarded by the Hausa as the founding ances
tors of the Hausa Bakwai, or the “true and legitimate 
Hausa Seven.” A parallel line of descendants from 
Abayajidda and his concubine through her son, 
Mukarbigari, went on to found seven other states, the 
“bastard or illegitimate Seven,” termed the Banza 
Bakwai. These latter include most of the kingdoms 
which flank Hausaland to the south and west and are 
usually identified as Zamfara, Kebbi, Nupe, Gwari, 
Yauri, Yoruba, and Kwararafa. References to them 
appear constantly in the Hausa traditions and written 

records, with principal emphasis placed on their infe
rior status within the immediate Hausa cultural world.

Two of the Hausa city-states, Kano and Zaria, 
developed especially rich local traditions which cast 
considerable light on critical features of city-state 
growth. Kano, though frequently locked in fierce 
competitive struggle with Katsina, appears to have 
been the first state to have created an effective army 
used to enlarge and consolidate the territory under its 
control. By the seventeenth century, Kano had also 
become the major international market center of 
Hausaland (a position which on earlier occasions was 
held by Katsina), the main terminus for the trans
Saharan trade routes coming down from North Africa. 
And, finally, Kano also developed as the most impor
tant center of Muslim culture in Hausaland. Not only 
had its rulers and noble classes converted, but Kano 
also had a large population of foreign Muslims, 
among whom the Wangara (Mande-speaking mer
chant groups from the Western Grasslands region of 
the middle and upper Niger river) are credited with 
first introducing the civilization of the Prophet to 
Hausaland.

Zaria, the most southerly of the Hausa Seven, 
records in its traditions two matters of great interest in 
the process of city-state growth. First, its deep associ
ation with the tradition of wall-building under its great 
sixteenth century monarch, Queen Amina, who is 
credited with introducing techniques of construction 
widely imitated throughout the region. Second, the 
practice of slave trading, as its position closest to the 
non-Hausa stateless peoples ideally located it for that 
purpose.

Of the remaining traditional Hausa Bakwai, Kat
sina - Kano’s principal competitor - most clearly 
developed into the strongest state in the early part of 
the period. Rano remained a small state, virtually dis
appearing from the record by the seventeenth century. 
Daura and Biram, the original birane of tradition, 
were continuously subjected to the influence of the 
Bomu empire and did not become in either scale or 
political and economic importance the equal of Kano, 
Katsina, and Zaria. Gobir, the seventh of the leading 
states, has a history that sets it apart from the other 
six. As the most northerly of the Hausa core states, its 
development is inextricably intertwined with the 
affairs of the desert nomads of Air. In a sense, Gobir 
was the gateway kingdom through which merchants 
plying the desert trade had to pass before entering the 
densely settled Hausa core. By the same token, it had 
also to serve as the first line of defense for all the rest 
from the possible depredations of the nomadic
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Tuareg. The Fulani revolution in nineteenth century 
Hausa-Fulani history is central. Finally, the state of 
Zamfara, often spoken of in the traditions as num
bering among the Hausa “bastard Seven,” lies more 
within than outside Hausaland proper. It, too, experi
enced periods of relative strength and importance, 
although it never achieved the status or power of 
either Katsina and Gobir which border it.

Three main factors appear to have operated during 
the early state-formation period in Hausaland which 
helped create conditions favorable to the emergence 
of the city-state pattern. First, excepting Gobir, the 
region remained relatively isolated from the principal 
centers of imperial power. In the far Western Sudan, 
the ancient Ghana kingdom was invaded in the 
eleventh century by the armies of the Maghrebian 
Almoravid state and its effective power base de
stroyed. Not until the 1300s did a new and enlarged 
empire, Mali, replace it. Even then Mali’s interests 
were concentrated in the middle Niger and Western 
Saharan areas. Such contacts as Mali did have with 

Hausaland came in the form of Mande-speaking 
Muslim traders and missionaries who peacefully set
tled as foreigners in the Hausa towns. To the east, on 
the far side of Lake Chad, the old Kanem kingdom’s 
energies were absorbed by the need to defend itself 
from the nomadic Búlala warriors of the desert. Only 
in the course of the fourteenth century did the rulers of 
this state physically relocate their capital to the south 
and west of the lake, creating the new Bomu king
dom. The Bomu Maïs, as they acquired full control of 
their new lands, frequently took to interfering in the 
affairs of their Hausa neighbors. But this capacity 
only developed in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen
turies.

This relative isolation seems also to have applied to 
the international trading situation. From the Western 
Sudan the major trans-Saharan trade routes struck 
directly northwards toward the Maghreb while the 
eastern routes, leading out from Kanem/Bomu, tra
versed the desert to Libya in the north and the Upper 
Nile in the east. To the extent that Hausaland was inte- 
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grated into this vast, Muslim-dominated international 
trading network, it was as a receiver of goods that had 
first passed through the Malian and Bomuese imperial 
market centers or as a supplier of locally manufac
tured articles, particularly indigo dyed cotton cloth. In 
the fifteenth century both Katsina and Kano were 
beginning to attract an increasing volume of the trans
Saharan trade, a development which was in later cen
turies to make these cities commercially dominant 
throughout the Sudan.

Before that happened, however, Hausaland was to 
experience in a much more direct way the influence of 
reborn imperial power. The Songhay empire, suc
cessor to Old Mali, appeared on the scene in the 
middle of the fifteenth century and, from its imperial 
cities of Gao and Timbuktu, rather regularly entered 
into the affairs of the Hausa, breaking down the long 
period of relative isolation. Similarly, from the east, 
Bomu developed a much greater capacity to intervene 
in Hausaland and often did so by demanding tribute 
from the Hausa kings. But by this time the core birane 
had evolved into a fairly strong set of city-states, each 
protected from all but the most serious armed inva
sions by its ring of defensive walls. Despite foreign 
meddling, the city-state structures remained intact as 
autonomous political entities, so that by the end of the 
sixteenth century, when Songhay power was crushed 
by the invading forces of a Moroccan army and Bornu 
became much troubled by both internal difficulties 
and external threats, the Hausa states were freed to 
enter upon their great age of independent develop
ment.

A second factor which helped to foster a city-state 
rather than a highly centralized pattern of political 
organization in pre-fifteenth century Hausaland may 
be linked to the area’s rich agricultural potential. As 
was the case in nearly all West Africa’s grassland 
farming populations, the oldest Hausa chiefly offices 
were identified with the control and use of land by 
small nuclear units that were knit together by the ties 
of kinship. Chiefs were either heads (gidaje) of patri
linear family groups occupying a common territory or 
were religious officials charged with performing the 
cycle of ritual observances regarded as necessary to 
insure the success of the agricultural enterprise. These 
latter chiefs were called sarkin noma, kings of farming. 
When more extensive powers became attached to cer
tain chiefs or when others were appointed or elected 
to perform specialized duties and functions (such as 
leaders of the hunt, war leaders, and so forth) kinship 
terminology was frequently retained. This close inter
connection between kin-based social organization, 

control and use of arable land, and the exercise of 
ritual functions was the invariable base upon which 
more elaborate forms of political office grew. As 
some of the original farming hamlets became the 
nuclei of the birni, each consisting of many different 
kinship units as well as immigrant settler groups, the 
old patterns still remained to command the loyalties 
and to focus the cultural outlook of the ruling groups. 
This great resilience of traditional Hausa culture sub
sequently proved capable of confronting, domesti
cating, and assimilating even so alien a cultural force 
as Islam when it first appeared in fourteenth century 
Hausaland.

While the relative isolation of early Hausaland 
from the main centers of imperial power and interna
tional commerce may help to explain why the small 
farming communities were able to evolve a common, 
if decentralized, pattern of agriculturally based cul
ture, a third major factor must be identified as the 
main impetus that led to city-state development. That 
factor is, in the broadest sense, a sustained growth of 
Hausa productivity both in agriculture and craft indus
tries. As indicated earlier, Hausaland is located in an 
exceptionally fertile region of West African grass
lands; but it is not the only such area. The character
istic modes of local subsistence production and the 
types of social organization which they evoked show 
considerable uniformity throughout the bilad al- 
Sudan from Lake Chad to the Senegal. But only in 
Hausaland does a true city-state pattern emerge early 
and endure late. All available evidence seems to point 
to a genuine growth of the economy based upon 
greater efficiency in the traditional modes of produc
tion; the larger economic surplus which resulted 
enabled specialized classes of artisans (weavers, 
dyers, metalsmiths, leather-workers) to devote their 
time exclusively to craft production, a mode which 
often flourishes best in an urban setting. The growth 
of urban concentrations, the core birane, in turn 
attracted large numbers of immigrants who swelled 
the ranks of city-dwellers living under the political 
control of the traditional Hausa sarakuna and their 
officials. Note, however, that none of the birane origi
nated as market centers servicing the international 
trade. That pattern typified the imperial states whose 
emperors drew their wealth from taxes levied upon 
the trade. The reverse development occurred in 
Hausaland, where first the individual states grew large 
and then attracted the attention of the international 
merchant community, and finally surpassed the old 
imperial market cities as the main destinations of the 
trans-Saharan and internal West African traders alike.
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It is interesting to note that this gradual shift took 
place roughly contemporaneously with the rise of 
North European dominance over the world’s maritime 
commerce, although the two developments are not 
connected.

Historians frequently find it necessary, or conven
ient, to explain any major historical phenomenon by 
reference to at least three factors, as has been done 
here to account for the appearance of the Hausa city- 
states. In the eyes of the Hausawa, on the other hand, 
the story is recounted rather differently. At the conclu
sion of the lengthy, imprecisely documented forma
tive period to which their “Legend of Daura and 
Abayajidda” refers, each Hausa comes to regard his or 
her identity as the consequence of belonging to a very 
specific place and a well-defined social entity: to the 
birni, whose walls enclose the sacred original center 
as well as provide protection in troubled times; to the 
rulers whose positions and status are legitimized by 
the places they occupy in an elaborately hierarchical 
social structure derived from ancestral kin-related- 
ness; to a style of life covering everything that pos
sesses deep local roots from work to worship. In a 
word, sovereignty comes to describe for each Hausa 
that most cherished of all values: the sense of 
belonging to a finite place with known boundaries, to 
a community of persons - both citizen and subject - 
beyond which no higher authority is recognized. At 
this point historical tradition is not the common story 
of all Hausa. History becomes the individual histories 
of the Hausa Bakwai, the original Seven, and of the 
lesser states. The most recoverable of the early histo
ries begins with fifteenth century Kano, which also 
supplies the bulk of the evidence for the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries.8 Even so, the main distin
guishing characteristics of all Hausa city-states, large 
and small, reveal common elements sufficient to make 
reasonable a collective description of them.

This collective description will be treated under 
four broad categories: physical appearance and terri
torial configuration; social and economic organiza
tion; political structure and office-holding; and, cul
tural institutions, with particular reference to the role 
of Islam.

Physical Appearance and 
Territorial Configuration 
A Hausa city-state comprised the whole of that terri
tory within which the inhabitants recognized the sov
ereign power exercised by the ruler who resided at its 
capital. While the range in size varied from as much 

as 10 to 13,000 square miles for large states such as 
Kano and Zaria, many of the smaller states could 
claim no more than a few hundred square miles. The 
largest part of the population within each lived in 
hamlets and small towns, close to its agricultural 
domains. But each citizen’s eyes were turned by loy
alty and the formal links maintained by the ruler’s 
officials to the seat of power, the capital city.

The capital birni, its massive earthwork walls often 
encircling a number of square miles, contained the 
ruler’s residence and the walled compound (gida) of 
each senior official; the main market; workshop areas 
where the artisans and craftsmen plied their special
ized trades; residential quarters and compounds of the 
Hausawa citizenry; wards occupied by resident for
eigner groups; and substantial open space. Much of 
the open space was under cultivation. Protected fields 
and gardens supplied food for the city-dwellers on 
those many occasions when the birni was under attack 
and siege. Carefully maintained water wells were 
strategically located throughout the various quarters; 
and the garden plots and fields were planted adjacent 
to marshy ponds and drainage sumps.

Systematic archaeological survey work has yet to 
be undertaken on the Hausa birane. Consequently, the 
various stages of growth that they experienced are 
known mainly through traditional attributions to the 
reigns during which one or another prominent feature 
of wall and building construction occurred. However, 
two clues are provided from careful examination of 
their sites. First, the main core birane are located near 
abundant and easily workable sources of iron-stone, 
thus providing an essential natural resource for one of 
the main craft industries. In the case of Kano, the iron
stone is found in hills that subsequently were enclosed 
by the girdling walls. Second, particularly fertile 
garden soils with access to perpetual water supplies 
are invariably present. Oral tradition adds a further 
dimension to these two features by stressing that orig
inal townsites were found in the vicinity of the great 
iskoki (traditional Hausa nature spirits which are still 
the object of worship by non-Muslim Hausa.).9

The walls reflect the beginnings of the city-state 
system since they were clearly designed as defensive 
fortifications. The Kano Chronicle states the time in 
which this tradition was begun as the eleventh century 
when Gijimasu, the third Sarkin of Kano, assembled 
the people to begin construction of the walls. They 
were completed by his son, the fifth Sarki, Tsariki, 
and were entered through eight different gates. Later 
North African visitors such as Leo Africanus, in the 
early sixteenth century, remarked on the great scale 



490 Robert Griffeth

achieved by subsequent additions to the Kano walls. 
By the early nineteenth century, when the English 
explorer Major Dixon Denham came to Kano for a 
prolonged stay, we discover that Kano’s walls have 
reached a length of nearly fifteen miles in an irregular 
oval shape and contain fifteen entry gates.10 They had 
been built up to heights of over thirty feet with dry 
ditches dug on both the inner and outer perimeters at 
the base. The gates were constructed of heavy wood 
covered with sheet iron and were large enough in 
height and width to permit horse-mounted soldiers to 
pass through easily. Guard houses flanked each gate, 
and observation posts and low towers were situated at 
intervals along the wall.

Tradition also records that a great period of wall
building all over Hausaland occurred during the late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, inspired 
largely by the female ruler of Zaria, Queen Amina.

Aside from market areas and mosque sites, most 
structures within the city walls conformed to a single 
pattern that was most elaborate in the cases of the 
ruler’s palace and the residences of high court offi
cials and wealthy merchants, and was repeated in a 
less grandiose fashion for the dwellings of the lesser 
citizenry and resident foreigner groups. The basic unit 
of this pattem was the mud-walled compound (gida) 
whose internal spatial arrangements mirrored Hausa 
social structure. The pattern applied equally to the 
smaller towns and farming hamlets of the city-state’s 
rural countryside, except that these would not always 
have the encircling defensive walls around the whole.

Each gida was entered through a forecourt, the 
openings to which were off-set so as to conceal the 
main interior from passersby on the street. Flanking 
the entryway were areas where unmarried sons had 
their huts. In the same forecourt area the slave quar
ters were adjacent to the place where horses and don
keys were tethered. To penetrate the large inner court 
one continued through a partitioned access hut, its 
openings also off-set to further obstruct the view from 
either the street or the forecourt. At the center of the 
inner court, the compound head (maigida) had his 
dwelling surrounded by the huts, cooking areas, and 
granaries of his wives. In spaces radiating out from 
the maigida's hut the other male heads of families 
residing in the compound had their living quarters, 
similarly encircled by the huts of their wives. 
Common bathing and latrine areas were located at the 
rear of the inner court, screened off by mat walls and 
partitions. In the case of a particularly prosperous 
gida, a well might also be maintained within the 
walls.

The gida's labyrinthine entry pattern reinforced the 
Hausa social practice of kulle (wife-seclusion), while 
the flanking arrangement of the interior court huts 
reflected the hierarchical organization of the various 
polygamous family groups, single adults, and slaves 
who together made up the residential unit. The 
entryway space (zaure) served the additional crucial 
function of providing a gathering place for males. 
Here male neighbors greeted each other and social
ized; during the dry season men also plied their craft 
activities, particularly weaving, in the zaure. Rich 
merchants or important administrative officials might 
have a separate audience room that was more private 
than the zaure, and was located closer to, or within, 
the inner courtyard; but, for most of the citizenry, the 
compound’s entry-space held the most important 
Hausa social activities: men’s talk and men’s work. 
Should a compound contain but one outside opening, 
it was regarded as housing a single social unit under 
the control of the senior male, regardless of how many 
actual domestic groups lived within. Were a second or 
more doorways cut through the walls, these would be 
reckoned as constituting evidence of additional social 
units for purposes of census, taxation, and the like.

Three other types of structure - or defined space - 
complete the physical layout of the large birni and 
smaller towns alike. The first of these is the market 
which, in the capitals, was a very large, centrally 
located place that might include sheltered stalls under 
mat roofing, permanent mud-brick buildings, and 
large open - but carefully staked out - spaces as
signed to purveyors of goods who attended the market 
daily. The second characteristic structure was the 
mosque. Each quarter of the main cities would surely 
have its mosque, often more than one. In many 
instances the mosque would consist of little more than 
an arrangement of stones laid out on the ground with 
its eastern alignment containing a niche indicating the 
appropriate orientation toward Mecca for the recita
tion of daily prayers. In other cases the mosque would 
be more elaborate, sometimes an enclosed area with 
muezzin’s tower for calling the faithful to prayer. 
Such mosques might possess areas shaded by trees or 
mats where the mallam (Islamic religious teacher) 
held classes for young boys and serious older stu
dents. Although the evidence is not wholly clear, it 
would appear that the construction of grand central 
mosques (such as had taken place in the imperial 
states of Mali and Songhay in their cities of Timbuktu 
and Jenne) did not occur until the nineteenth century 
under the Fulani rulers. The clear assumption is that 
during the city-state period the ruler’s palace and the 
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central market served as more significant physical 
landmarks than did the mosques, even in the largest 
cities. The third characteristic of the birni consisted of 
specialized wards or quarters. Some of these were 
places devoted to particular crafts, such as the indigo 
dyeing pit areas or the forge and smithy works of the 
metalsmiths. Others were special villages for the blind 
or lepers. Strangers’ quarters, as for instance dwel
lings occupied by long-distance foreign traders who 
swelled the cities’ populations to nearly twice their 
resident size during certain months of the year, were a 
bit different from the gida pattern of the Hausawa.

These characteristic features of the great birni 
were, ideally, repeated in the provincial towns, the 
gari. On more modest scales the gari, too, was encir
cled by earthwork defensive walls. Each had its 
market of either the periodic (meeting on regular 
cycles of every fourth, fifth, or seventh day) or daily 
type. Mosques with their resident mallamai and mem
bers of the main craft guilds would be found there, 
too. But standing at the center of the gari's area would 
be the gida of the governor or provincial administrator 
of the district. This official’s role would be to oversee 
(to rule) the ward heads of the gari and to command, 
protect, and tax the farming hamlets where the over
whelming majority of the population resided. The vil
lage and town areas were clearly defined territories, 
each possessing its known share of the city-state’s 
rural domains. So clear was the pattern that the Fulani 
rulers of the nineteenth century were able to allocate 
the gari as “fiefs” to the aristocrats who came to rule 
Hausaland after the jihad. The British, in their turn, 
formalized the gari as the smallest units of local 
administration and simply assimilated this traditional 
form of territorial organization into their structure of 
colonial overrule.

The principal variation from this pattern of territo
rial organization that linked the humblest farmer to 
the king concerned the uncultivated wastelands and 
fields that were regularly allowed to lie fallow. While 
these lands unquestionably belonged to the city-state, 
they served as pasturage for the cattle-keeping Fulani. 
Very often the farmers encouraged the pasturing of 
cattle on fallow fields and exchanged surplus grain 
with the herdsmen in return for milk, meat, and the 
recognized benefits of soil revitalization through ani
mal manuring. Whereas town-dwelling Fulani were 
assimilated into the structure of government and con
trolled under Hausa sarki in the same fashion as any 
other foreigner group, the pastoral Fulani (Fulanin 
bororoje) continued to live among the farmers while 
obeying the dictates of their nomadic leaders. They 

remained little influenced by Hausa social, political, 
and cultural (e.g., Islamic) institutions so long as the 
focus remained the economic symbiosis described 
here. Eventually, of course, the pagan pastoral Fulani 
joined with their Muslim, town-dwelling brethren (the 
Fulanin gida) in the jihadic revolution that swept the 
Hausa sarakuna from power.

In summary, nothing about Hausaland’s physical 
location nor its socio-economic development up 
through the city-state period appears to distinguish it 
sharply from other West African grassland societies. 
Adjoining territories in the Chadic east and Niger 
west were similarly fertile and open. The peoples of 
both areas practiced an agriculture and developed 
craft industries comparable in character to those of the 
Hausa. Herdsmen, more often than not pastoral 
Fulani, practiced a system of economic exchange with 
the farmers based upon occupational specialization 
and this pattern extended right across the bilad al- 
Sudan from Senegal to Chad. Even at the level of ter
ritorial organization and systems of local government, 
considerable similarities can be found to have existed 
between the Hausa and, for example, peoples such as 
the Malinke of the Upper Niger valleys. But of all 
these regions, only Hausaland evolved and nurtured 
the city-state society to a high level, whereas its 
neighbors early found themselves subjects of imperial 
overlords.

In an effort to understand why this development oc
curred, let us now turn to a brief consideration of the 
second general descriptive feature of Hausaland in the 
city-state era - its social and economic organization.

Hausa Society and Economy
All Hausa city-states were plural societies.11 The Hau
sawa, or free citizenry, formed the largest segment of 
the population in the city and countryside alike. But in 
each state - with important internal variations - non- 
Hausa were both directly incorporated within, or were 
formally attached to, the rigorously hierarchical 
Hausa social structure. Ethnicity, defined in this con
text as full membership in a Hausa patrilineal descent 
group, represented only one - if usually the most 
important - ingredient that conferred social status and 
rights upon both citizens and subjects of the ruler’s 
domain.

Two major groups of non-Hausa were accorded 
exceptional status. The Fulani pastoralists, whose 
mode of life required their regular movement over 
wide areas both within and between states, had to be 
governed by rules different from those that regulated 
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the affairs of the settled rural and urban populations. 
The other group consisted of both long-distance 
traders and Muslim clerics who were foreigners by 
origin but who came to reside more or less perma
nently in individual states. Individuals who belonged 
to either of these prestigious communities were fre
quently allowed to organize and administer their own 
internal affairs under the general supervision of the 
sarki's officials. Nearly all other persons of foreign 
origin were absorbed within the basic Hausa social 
structure as slaves or in other categories of rank and 
class (e.g. occupational castes and guilds, such as 
ironworkers) that fell distinctly short of “free” status.

The Hausa ideal of what should constitute a well- 
regulated social order was based on the primacy of 
kinship. The humblest farmer (talaka) was linked 
to the noble classes and his ruler by bonds of shared 
blood. Males who could lay claim to lineage member
ship in this fashion (women were regarded as legal 
minors) constituted the bulk of the free citizen popula
tion. However, the socially pluralistic reality which 
everywhere existed - a reality that militated against 
strict application of the ethnically defined kinship 
principle - meant that large numbers of socially 
useful, occupationally specialized persons of non- 
Hausa origin had somehow to be grafted upon the kin
ship structure, especially where their roles in the eco
nomic and cultural life of the state were crucial to its 
success as an enterprise. In some instances this was 
accomplished by grants of special privilege. But, in 
many other instances, non-Hausa were directly assim
ilated into the ethnic social core itself through inter
marriage, classificatory redefinition of social status, 
and incorporation of children born to slave mothers 
and free fathers. A significant number of such persons 
ultimately acquired positions in the titled office struc
ture that ruled Hausa political institutions.

Two important features of Hausa culture helped to 
blur and mitigate the potentially divisive and con
flicting elements that made up the pluralistic social 
organization. The first was the widespread use of a 
common spoken language. Not only did the rulers and 
their rural kinsmen address each other in their native 
tongue; but all other permanent residents of the states 
used Hausa as well, at least as a second language 
when conducting their business affairs in the towns 
and cities or in their relations with state authorities. 
This was true in all the city-states and could not, 
therefore, have resulted from the imposition of lin
guistic conformity by a dominant political power. 
More likely, a common Hausa speech, remarkably 
free from the dialectical variation that would have 

made mutual intelligibility difficult, emerged from the 
stimulus provided by interstate and international com
merce in which so many Hausa participated. A 
thriving commerce depends in part on the ability of 
those who share in it to understand one another. Those 
who originated from, or who came to live within, the 
most important region for West African interior com
merce in the period from the fifteenth through the 
nineteenth century came to employ Hausa as a com
mercial lingua franca. But whether or not Hausa-land’s 
relative linguistic homogeneity is to be explained on 
the basis of economic factors, the fact remains that 
such homogeneity did reduce one of the features so 
prominent in many plural societies: conflict and 
hostility between those of different languages living 
under the governance of a common set of rulers.

Islam was the other leading feature of Hausa cul
ture that served to cross-cut ethnic and class distinc
tions. During the city-state period most, probably the 
majority, of rural Hausa continued to practice their 
traditional religion, although incorporating into it 
selected Islamic elements. Only after the Fulani jihad 
did this basic difference between the religion of the 
rural Hausa and their rulers provoke general conflict 
between the two; prior to 1804, however, religious 
dualism appears to have been generally acceptable to 
both the sovereign and his subjects since it was the 
kinship bond which sustained their primary loyalties. 
Yet from the sixteenth century onward Islam began to 
provide the dominant cultural orientation for the city
dwelling populations in most of the states. The rulers 
and a good share of the nobility converted to Islam, a 
situation which permitted not only amicable but for
mal ties to be forged between the ethnically differenti
ated communities that made up the birni. Members of 
the Muslim learned classes were attached to the courts 
as titled officials of the state while, at the same time, 
they were allowed to take very direct roles in the 
internal governance of wholly Muslim wards and 
quarters. So long as the leaders of the Islamic commu
nities were willing to accept their status as privileged 
and protected residents without seriously agitating for 
the stricter application of Muslim law for all citizens 
then, clearly, Islamic culture served to mitigate poten
tial conflict. The fact that, following the jihad, the 
learned Muslim leadership was no longer willing to 
abide what they had come to regard as an intolerable 
dilution of correct Islamic practice was a major con
tributing factor to the destruction of the sovereign 
city-state structure in Hausaland.

It is evident, therefore, that the ideal of kin-related- 
ness as the basis of citizenship was, throughout the 
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age of city-states, continuously subjected to influ
ences that fostered cooperation among, and helped 
ward off conflicts between, the diverse groups of dif
fering social origin that together made up the corpus 
of free citizenry. But the kinship organization 
remained the bedrock upon which the whole elabo
rately stratified society rested.

The lowest order of citizens, the peasant-farming 
talakawa, were organized into domestic socio-eco
nomic units known as gandu. A gandu comprised 
two or more males and their families who jointly 
operated a farm under the authority of its senior male 
member who was also the head (the maigida) of the 
residential compound. This individual served as the 
“legal person” for the whole unit; he bore the respon
sibility for representing its members before the polit
ical authorities, as well as exercising internal control 
over its affairs.

Within the gandu, the maigida organized and saw 
to the carrying out of agricultural tasks. He allocated 
the farm plots, collected and redistributed the harvest, 
and insured that seed and tools were made available. 
His overall supervision extended also to any client 
groups that might be attached to the gandu as well as 
to its slaves, if it owned any. He was responsible for 
the welfare of its individual members, reconciling dis
putes between them, and performing those ritual 
observances - either traditional or Muslim - that 
formed part of the annual cycle of festivals or other 
occasions when performance of religious duties was 
called for. Should the gandu flourish and its members 
grow too large, various male members and their fami
lies might leave the g/Ja to set up new gandu which, 
when sufficiently well-established, would be recog
nized by the political authorities as separate legal enti
ties. This process received formal recognition through 
the manner in which taxes were levied: tax liability 
for post-adolescent males began when they still resided 
in their father’s gandu, and steadily increased through 
marriage and the enlargement of their families. To 
meet this tax demand, the father increased the size of 
his sons’ farm holdings (gayauna) every year. When 
sufficient land had been acquired and a compound 
constructed to house those who worked it, the new 
gandu was entered upon the tax rolls.

Modem studies have shown that this ideal of the 
gandu consisting of the patrilineal descent group con
tinues to hold great prestige in the eyes of the rural 
Hausa; however, other features of Hausa social life op
erated to disrupt it. The high incidence of divorce in a 
setting where polygynous marriage was a universal 
ideal; patterns of social avoidance between parents and 

their children and between brothers; strong at
tachments between matrilineal kin in a fundamentally 
patrilineal society; and economic differentiation 
resulting from the adoption of specialized occupations 
(especially commerce) on a full-time basis — all 
worked to keep the actual numbers of ideally defined 
gandu low. Since these factors were also present 
during the city-state period, the presumption is that the 
basic descent group organization at that time was as 
open to change and transformation as it was when 
carefully examined by social investigators of a later 
period. Far from leading to a break-down of “classical” 
Hausa social organization, these elements of departure 
from the ideal could just as well have made their 
contributions to the well-being of the city-states, for 
they may have encouraged movement from rural to 
urban areas and participation in the various specialized 
social and economic sectors (commerce, craft pro
duction, and the Muslim intelligentsia) that gave 
dynamic, growth-producing qualities to the city-states.

Despite the fluidity of social organization suggested 
here, the role of the gandu head remained central to all 
those areas where those who came under his authority 
had need to deal with other social units or with the 
political powers. First among those responsibilities 
was making provision for the marriage of gandu 
members. Since unmarried adults were considered to 
be social outcasts (this was especially true for women), 
the arrangements necessary to provide a suitable mate 
(cross-cousin marriages were preferred), to secure the 
necessary sums for bridewealth payments, to arrange 
for the remarriage of widows and divorcées (both were 
known by the common name bazawara) all fell within 
the purview of the gandu head. He had, in addition, to 
insure that taxes, fines, and other official levies were 
paid; to provision feasts; to transmit communications 
from the political authorities to the gandu's individual 
members; and to maintain active social relations with 
the gandu's neighbors.

While farming was the primary activity of the 
talakawa, craft production and other specialized occu
pations also formed a major portion of the tasks 
assigned to each male (women generally did not par
ticipate in the agricultural labors although, beyond 
their domestic and child-rearing roles, they performed 
specialized craft tasks too). Each man was known by a 
title that indicated his specialist’s role: hunter, 
fisherman, house-builder, weaver, leather-worker, 
butcher, porter, herbalist, petty trader, and so forth, 
down a long list. These occupations were performed 
part-time during the farming season and full-time the 
rest of the year.
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These descriptions of the Hausa talakawa 
obviously differ little from the patterns of social and 
economic life characteristic of traditional kin-based 

‘subsistence societies the world over. But the eco
nomic organization of city-state Hausaland had 
evolved far beyond the traditional subsistence level. 
Its most distinctive feature was the high degree of 
labor specialization it had achieved, coupled to a 
distinct orientation toward production of surplus 
foods and goods for extensive regional and inter
national markets. The division of labor, and the social 
forms which it took, were prominently reflected in the 
presence of craft and occupational guilds.

The artisan guilds possessed their own hierarchies 
of officials whose chiefs represented their members in 
the marketplace and with the political authorities. 
Among the most important craft guilds were those of 
the ironworkers, dyers, artificers, and leather-wor
kers; specialized occupations included corporate 
groups of musicians, story-tellers, and prostitutes. In 
the hierarchical ordering of professions all these were 
regarded as low in status. The high status end of the 
occupational spectrum was represented by profes
sions that offered opportunities for acquiring greater 
personal wealth. Chief among them was that of mer
chant, whose activities and accomplishments were 
recognized by the honorific term kasuwanci, “suc
cessful trading.” Together with bankers, brokers, 
commission agents, clerks, and the like, successful 
merchants formed something resembling a social 
class since access to membership in it appears to have 
been open to individual initiative and was not monop
olized by a handful of great families, merchant 
houses, or a specific ethnic group. The presence of so 
many foreign merchants in the international trading 
system of which the city-states formed an integral part 
must have contributed greatly to maintaining this 
openness of access. By the seventeenth century the 
most numerous group among the long-distance traders 
were the Hausa themselves who in turn pushed the 
trade routes on toward the forest and coastal regions 
where they established important Hausa commercial 
colonies.12

Another high status profession comprised the 
Muslim literate teachers, scribes, and religious offi
cials who, together, were known by the name mallanci 
(corresponding to the Arabic -ulema, “learned ones”). 
Here again, membership in this “class” was open to 
aspiring and capable students who had successfully 
completed the required stages of formal Koranic 
instruction, regardless of their social origins.

The highest prestige attached to the profession 

called sarauta (ruling), which included not only mem
bers of the aristocratic and noble lineages, but free
born and slave office-holders and administrators as 
well. While nobility was recognized by the title sara- 
ki (chief or ruler), commoner office-holders were 
called masusarauta (administrators). Sarauta was 
regarded by the Hausa as a wholly proper full-time 
occupation. Needless to say, the aristocratic lineages 
attempted to monopolize high offices by asserting the 
claim to hereditary rights and by intriguing for the 
appointment of kinsmen and clients to titled positions 
where hereditary claims were invalid. As the city- 
states grew larger and more complex, as competition 
and warfare between them increased, and as com
merce steadily expanded, more elaborate instruments 
of government were required than could be managed 
by recruitment from the aristocratic lineages alone. 
Thus, the masusarauta came to form a substantial 
class of bureaucrats and state officials (which in turn 
was inherited by and reformed to suit the tastes of 
both the Fulani and the British rulers of later times). It 
is equally clear from the histories of the various states 
that, increasingly, slaves were recruited to fill high 
offices of the expanding bureaucracy.

Slaves were unquestionably of central importance 
to the growth and development of Hausa city-state 
culture. This, in turn, raises major questions: What 
proportion of the total population was slave? What 
were their origins? Were they a suppressed lower 
class, or captives acquired by war, raiding, or pur
chase? What was the slave contribution to increases in 
the production of an exportable economic surplus? It 
is well known that slave labor played a crucial role in 
basic production, perhaps the predominant one, in the 
city-states of antiquity. Was the same true of Hausa- 
land? The evidence for the city-state period is inade
quate to provide firm answers to these questions. 
What is known is that the slave component of Hausa 
society steadily increased throughout the nineteenth 
century during which the Fulani rulers vastly ex
panded the slave-raiding enterprise both for the pur
pose of reexporting slaves in the trans-Saharan trade 
and, dramatically, to enlarge the labor force at all 
levels (from agricultural workers to throne servants) 
(Fisher & Fisher [1971]). But was this true in the pre- 
jihad states?

Demographic estimates can be only wild estimates. 
The state histories constantly refer to slave-raiding 
expeditions; to tribute payments paid in slaves; to 
gifts made by the ruler of one state to another; and to 
individual slaves, particularly eunuchs, who rendered 
loyal service to their masters. Therefore, whether or 
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not the slave populations made up ten or twenty or 
more percent of the total population appears to be less 
important a question than those relating to how slaves 
were regarded and employed. As in later times, many 
were employed within the states while others became 
unhappy victims of the apparently insatiable demand 
of Hausaland’s North African trade partners for 
African slaves. Where Islamic law held sway, the off
spring of free fathers and slave mothers could - over 
relatively few generations - acquire their freedom by 
the process of absorption into their master’s kin 
group. Others secured protection, if not free status, by 
the services they rendered to their masters.

The answers to the questions posed here seem to 
suggest that slaves formed a significant, if unmeasur
able, stratum of Hausa society throughout the city- 
state and subsequent periods; that slaves were 
acquired mainly by raids upon neighboring non- 
Hausa groups (particularly the small tribal societies 
south of Hausaland); that slaves did not form a sub
merged order of ethnic Hausa; and that slaves were 
counted among the most valuable possessions an indi
vidual or group might own. The value of the slave to 
the farming kinship unit was that he added to the 
group’s labor force; and, in the case of a woman, that 
she produced new members for the unit. The special 
value of the ruler’s slaves was built upon the absolute 
loyalty they owed to their masters in a society where 
most personal rights were conferred by blood ties. 
Seen from an economic perspective, slaves undoubt
edly added an important dimension to increases in 
production within the states as well as to the revenues 
earned when they were sold in international 
exchanges. On the other hand, nothing in the existing 
evidence suggests that Hausa society was fundamen
tally a society of masters and slaves. The talakawa 
and other free groups - even when the institution of 
slavery grew rapidly in the nineteenth century - far 
out-numbered the slave population.

Rather than slavery, it was a different form of 
dependent relations that formed the basis of socio
economic bonds in Hausa society. That bond has been 
referred to as clientship, an intricate and pervasive set 
of relationships that linked each individual to a supe
rior in a hierarchical order that reached right up to the 
level of the monarch. So central was clientship to the 
social and economic relationships of the free Hausa 
and resident foreigner groups of the city-states that 
many commentators have been tempted to describe 
both Hausa and the later Fulani-Hausa societies as 
“feudal.”

Sociologically defined, clientship “links individ

uals of unequal status, fortune, and political position 
or prospect” in a patron-client relationship that as
sumes mutual benefits and solidarity of interest 
between the contracting parties (Smith [1965]). At the 
lowest level, such contracts were formed between 
compound heads (the legal persons of Hausa society) 
and needy men who received from their patrons pro
tection, housing, food and clothing, plots to farm, and 
even bridewealth for marriage in return for acting as 
menial servants to their masters, who also paid their 
taxes. But the system of clientage extended far 
beyond this level of vassalage and most importantly 
characterized the relations between men of inde
pendent means: this permitted the client to maintain 
his mutunci (manhood and self-respect) while al
lowing him to perform political and other forms of 
service to his lord. At the highest levels of society, 
including the Muslim literati and wealthy merchants, 
clientship was termed caffa (allegiance) and indi
cated the formal respect extended by these persons to 
their rulers. Another form of clientship was called 
barantaka and was a more institutionalized linkage 
between economically independent clients and noble
men who held high political office (or the prospect of 
acquiring it).

These basic forms of clientship evolved during the 
city-state period. Constant reference to them is made 
in the traditional histories. What ultimately gave 
clientship its “feudal” character may have been a 
product of the later Fulani times when the new rulers 
rewarded their loyal clients with “fiefs” - possessions 
that increasingly became attached to hereditary rights 
(including both land and political offices). During the 
era of the autonomous Hausa polities, the chief contri
bution of the system of clientage must surely have 
been the role it played in the reconciliation of differ
ences between the various groups that made up the 
plural society. Every free man, regardless of his social 
or ethnic origin, through the contract systems of caffa 
and barantaka found his place and his protection 
secured within the social order.

While the harmonization of diverse social units was 
accommodated to the growing economic structure of 
specialized labor in the Hausa city-states, it was the 
elaborate political system of titled offices that gave 
those states their most distinctive character.

Sarauta: The Hausa Political System
Hausa city-state government was formalized by the 
system of titled offices - sarauta (pl. sarautu) - with
in which the noble lineages sought to monopolize 
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high offices by providing the chief candidates for the 
most important positions including the 5w£z'-ship, 
provincial governors, military, judicial, and city 
administrative officials. Each of these titled offices 
constituted a distinct, insoluble legal corporation with 
carefully defined rights, powers, duties, and relations 
to other offices. Each also possessed certain tangible 
benefits in the form of specially reserved lands, 
groups of clients and slaves, horses, praise songs, and 
so forth. Since noble lineages claiming hereditary 
rights to office often were subdivided into two or 
more branches, there was intense intralineage compe
tition between the factions for sarauta. Some clerical 
lineages also attained hereditary rights to office, and 
these came to form a special branch of the nobility.

While kinship served as the basic legitimizing force 
which strengthened and perpetuated high political 
office among a small number of aristocratic lineages, 
the need to staff new offices as the Hausa government 
grew more complex began to draw commoner clients 
and slaves into the system. This would appear to have 
been an early development, for the old state histories 
refer to slaves and eunuchs occupying the very 
highest offices of state as early as the sixteenth cen
tury.13 At the same time, the basic kinship ingredient 
of office-holding made the competition between sub
lineages (especially the appointment of clients and 
slaves) the central reason underlying factional politics 
in the city-state period. The fact that all offices from 
the sarki downward were also status-ranked meant 
that competition for new, additional, and better titles 
was equally intense. The ruler used this competition 
to award titles to lineages that lacked proper heredi
tary claims and thus reinforced monarchical power 
through the parallel system of client patronage.

At the apex of the system were the senior titled 
offices whose occupants constituted a council of state. 
These included the Kaura, the senior military com
mander, whose policy-making role and administrative 
duties made him the equivalent of the king’s prime 
minister. A significant aspect of the Kaura's power 
was his right to allocate the booty gained in war. 
Ranged under the Kaura were a whole series of sub
officials - normally drawn from the ranks of the 
Kaura's kinsmen, clients, and slaves - who acted as 
advisors, tax collectors, messengers, market over
seers, and keepers of estates, compounds, and horses. 
Next in line of importance was the Galadima. He, too, 
served on the high councils of state but had special 
responsibility as the king’s main deputy in relations 
with the noble lineages. He presided over meetings of 
the state’s princes and princesses and possessed sole 

authority for disciplining persons of aristocratic sta
tion. His role was central in informing the king about 
general affairs in the kingdom, and he had direct 
access to the sarki for that purpose. The Galadima, 
through his numerous subofficials, also administered 
a major quarter of the birm in which his compound 
was located, as well as outlying territories and 
provinces that were attached directly to his office.

The other titled offices reserved to the nobly bom 
or their appointed clients concerned both men and 
women. Among the princely titles the most important 
was that of Yerima, or crown prince and designated 
successor to the ruler. The office was not based on the 
principle of primogeniture but was filled on the basis 
of the ruler’s choice ratified by the members of the 
state council. Other princes of the royal entourage 
occupied lesser offices, and all had direct relations 
with the Galadima who served as their liaison to the 
sarki. Chief among the female titled offices was that 
of the Magajiya, the official queen mother, who 
though never the biological mother of the reigning 
king was a senior member of the dynastic lineages. 
She had responsibility for training the princesses and 
was always consulted by the Galadima in the event 
that severe punishments were to be administered to 
members of the aristocracy. Constitutionally, she had 
the power to recommend to the state council the coun
termanding of the sarki's orders, including the right 
to argue for his deposition since she was not required 
to take an oath of allegiance to the king nor could she 
be removed from office by him. Since the Magajiya 
had the power to reprieve offenders, she was much 
sought after as a patron and maintained clientage rela
tions of the sworn allegiance type with numerous per
sons throughout the state. Lesser ranks of female 
office-holders had control of appointments and func
tions related to court life, and many were taken by the 
king and other senior officials as wives.

Alongside these aristocratic offices at the top levels 
of state authority were those reserved for Muslim offi
cials. The most senior among them was that of the 
Limamin Juma a who had direct access to the ruler 
and sat on the various high councils of state. He 
presided at the main Friday prayers in the city and was 
generally responsible for all the members of the cler
ical community. The next ranking office reserved for 
Muslims was that of the Alkali, the chief judge who 
presided over court cases involving civil matters 
(debt, inheritance, marriage, bridewealth, and the 
like). Interestingly, he pledged his loyalty not to the 
sarkin, but to the sharia (written Islamic law). Severe 
punishments (execution, banishment, mutilation, etc.) 
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lay outside his province, for the council of state 
reserved for itself the sole right to apply these stric
tures. A third Islamic office was that of the Dan San- 
wai, also represented by membership on the state 
council. It was he who acted as the chief among the 
ruler’s scribes and confidential assistants, and was the 
key figure in those matters that touched the economic 
activities of the long-distance trading community: he 
acted as host and protector of foreign merchants, and 
served, too, as purchasing agent for the court and the 
royal courtiers. The offices described here were those 
identified as existing in the Daura state in the eigh
teenth century; however, in varying configurations 
they were to be found in all the other states as well.14 
In most cases, the Islamic title-holders successfully 
converted appointive positions into hereditary office 
at these higher levels, while the lesser positions 
tended to remain open to members of the free Muslim 
citizenry.

Among the free population there were many other 
titled positions, some of which were reserved to line
ages of free commoners and others which were filled 
without regard to the hereditary principle. The func
tions they served ranged from collecting tolls on cara
vans to the command of specialized military units, 
such as the light cavalry; from acting as the provincial 
tax collectors of the required grain tithe (zakka) to 
insuring the proper performance of protocol at the 
court; to overseeing the salt trade and making collec
tions from the merchants specialized in it; and from 
the supervision of the transport of slaves to regulating 
the affairs of magicians, musicians, dancers, and the 
craft guilds.

The highest hereditary offices, including those 
reserved for mallanci (the Muslim intelligentsia), 
were in most cases secured by bonds of allegiance and 
pledges of loyalty (with the exceptions noted above). 
But for the vastly more extensive ranks of junior 
sarauta, the title had also to be purchased (kudin 
sarauta). In the city-state period, prices were reck
oned in cowrie shells - the most universal form of 
currency throughout the hilad al-Sudan - and an 
office such as the Dan Barau, collector of the grain 
tax, might cost as much as 500,000 cowries. As can be 
imagined, access to office by a wealthy patron who 
could obtain the appointment and also pay the kudin 
sarauta for a client constituted one of the main ways 
of acquiring power.

Although they performed immensely important 
functions in the states, the titled offices of the heads of 
guilds carried with them relatively little political pow
er. The Sarkin Paw a (head of the butchers) also served 

as the chief official of the main market. The Korama 
led the grain-sellers; the Sarkin Dillalai was the chief 
of commission brokers; the Sarkin Makera, Bulkaci- 
ma, Sarkin Marina, and Magajin Aska respectively 
headed and collected the taxes from the blacksmiths, 
well-diggers, cloth-dyers, and barber-surgeons. Each 
in turn was linked to one or the other of the senior ad
ministrative officials to whom he owed loyalty in the 
overall hierarchical system. Here again, the problem of 
reconciling the functions of government and the spe
cialized office-holders who administered them to the 
Hausa kinship principle was accomplished through the 
application of the institutions of clientship.

Lying alongside the structure of offices held by 
aristocratic and free commoner occupants was the 
other component of the system, the appointment of 
slaves as both senior throne officials and palace slaves 
assigned to important duties.15 First among the senior 
slave officials was the Sarkin Yara, who presided over 
the administration of the birni. He was responsible for 
the maintenance of public buildings and could com
mission labor (corvée) to see that necessary tasks such 
as wall maintenance were done. He settled market dis
putes referred to him by the Sarkin Pawa, received the 
king’s taxes collected by the various guild heads, and 
relayed the ruler’s instructions to specific groups. 
Beyond that, the Sarkin Yara had responsibility for 
administering the provincial towns, which he accom
plished through a system of agents (noble, commoner, 
and slave) who received royal commissions. He pre
sided over the lesser council of state on matters that 
concerned the entire free population below the level 
of the noble lineages. Finally, this important slave 
official served as the waziri (roughly, comptroller) 
who helped establish the actual fees (kudin sarauta) 
required for appointment to titled office. Though he 
remained a slave by status, his links to his master, the 
king, were assured by his preferential marriage to one 
of the king’s sisters.

Others among the senior throne slaves had similar, 
if less sweeping, administrative responsibilities and 
powers. The Turaki was charged with collection of the 
cattle tax. The Sarkin Bai was placed in charge of the 
palace and the city guards (slaves were always the 
guardians of the city gates). The Sarkin Ruwa super
vised and collected taxes on water wells. Lesser 
throne slaves commanded slave military units, served 
as police chiefs in the cities, carried out the role of 
executioner, and managed the prisons. As in the case 
of Muslim title-holders, these offices of slaves tended 
to become, over time, hereditary even while slave 
status remained attached to their occupants.
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Palace slaves had correspondingly important ranks 
with various titled officials who performed guard 
service, messenger duties, maintenance of the royal 
treasury, and certain tax collection functions. Eunuchs 
supervised the royal harems. And craftsmen groups 
that fabricated the quilted armor (called lifida) used to 
protect both warriors and their horses were under the 
supervision of a palace slave official.

As can be seen in the foregoing brief description of 
Hausa political institutions, the main state functions - 
executive, legislative, judicial - were not presided 
over by a single, privileged class drawn exclusively 
from Hausa descent groups. It would appear, to the 
contrary, that the Hausa rulers managed to craft an 
enormously complex system of internal checks and 
balances which included all the major elements of set
tled rural and urban society (but not the pastoral 
Fulani) at some level of the system.

Kinship and hereditary privilege stood as the main 
route to high office; but the complementary systems 
of clientship and slavery were successfully grafted 
upon it thus guaranteeing an important avenue of 
upward mobility for the foreign, commoner, and slave 
components of society. Since such a system might be 
regarded as having maximum limits (of both scale and 
complexity) beyond which it would cease to function 
efficiently, it is tempting to speculate that the political 
system described here was beautifully tailored to the 
city-state form. The scale remained manageable. The 
ruler and his officials could know at first hand even 
the most intimate affairs of the kingdom. And, every 
citizen and subject could regard him or herself as 
playing a part in the political life of the state through 
networks of clientship that bound every person to 
another, superior patron. But this speculation implies 
that the city-state form ceased to function efficiently 
because, perhaps, it had begun to expand beyond its 
“natural” size. Instead, we know the system came to 
an end as the consequence of a great Islamic revolu
tionary upheaval led by the Fulani intellectuals, sup
ported by their non-Muslim pastoral kinsmen, and 
joined by disaffected elements among the orthodox 
Hausa Muslims.

It is therefore appropriate to take note, briefly, of 
the growth of Islamic cultural institutions in city-state 
Hausaland.

Religion and State in the Hausa City-States 
Except for the lengthy record of interstate warfare and 
the struggles of the Hausa states to preserve their 
autonomy in face of foreign threats, the growth and 

spread of Islam is the best known feature of the period 
from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. 
The written accounts were mainly those produced by 
Muslims, both foreign travelers and members of the 
resident Muslim intelligentsia. It is hardly surprising, 
therefore, that the history of Islam in Hausaland has 
often served as the leitmotif for its historians, both 
contemporaneous and modern.16 However, it should 
also be remembered that Hausa traditional religion 
was never entirely displaced by Islam - especially in 
the countryside and in many of the smaller states - 
even in the period following the Fulani jihad. Just as 
important, as long as the old dynastic system of noble 
lineages drawn from traditional Hausa descent groups 
remained strong - as it did throughout the city-state 
period - it would continue to bind the Muslim ruling 
groups to their pagan kinsmen. Thus, the history of 
Islam in Hausaland should be regarded as the gradual 
appearance of an important new influence, imported 
initially by foreigners and adopted selectively by 
rulers as an added element of their authority, that 
functioned as a militant threat to the old Hausa sys
tems of society and government only at the end of the 
eighteenth century.

Islamic influence reached into Hausaland from 
three directions and its agents were, for the most part, 
merchants and preachers rather than warriors and 
armies.17 The Kano Chronicle, the surviving written 
record with the greatest time depth, refers to the first 
Muslims as Wangara, trades in gold and kola nuts 
from the lands of the Niger Mali empire in the west, 
who settled in Kano and converted its rulers. The 
Sarki Yaji (1349-85), it is reported, adopted the faith 
as a consequence of the advice, prayers, and assis
tance given him by the Wangara as he prepared to 
embark on a military campaign. His successors, espe
cially Kano’s greatest early monarch, Muhammed 
Rumfa (1463-99), vigorously pursued a policy of 
Islamization during that same time when the great 
market center was established, the major walls con
structed, and successful military campaigns were 
undertaken to enlarge the state itself.

It was in the course of Rumfa’s reign that the 
second avenue of Muslim influence was also noted: 
the arrival of Muslim teachers and preachers from the 
North African Arab lands who carried with them 
written texts on Islamic law and religious instruction 
which were adopted by the local literati both as the 
basis for institutionalizing the shari-a as a judicial 
standard for members of the Islamic community and 
for instructing new recruits to their ranks. Although 
many examples of the growing interest of Hausa 



The Hausa City-States from 1450 to 1804 499

rulers in Islamic principles of government might be 
cited, the most famous occurred during the reign of 
Rumfa when he consulted an internationally famous 
Muslim jurist, Al-Maghili of Tlemcen (modern 
Algeria), on what steps a prince should take in 
expanding the faith. In a treatise entitled The Obliga
tions of Princes, Al-Maghili first wrote to Rumfa set
ting down those practices which a rightly guided ruler 
should adhere to; and, subsequently, this great 
authority came with followers to settle permanently in 
Kano, where they became leading members of the 
mallanci. A similar receptivity to the preaching and 
instructional writing of North African Muslim literary 
figures appears in the records of the Katsina and 
Gobir states as well.

The third direction from which Islamic influence 
made its appearance was the east. It is associated with 
the political and economic expansion of the Kanuri 
state in the Hausa arena. Initially this was indicated in 
the Abayajidda tradition in which the putative founder 
of the “legitimate Hausa Seven” was identified as a 
descendant of the ruling house of the Arab empire at 
Baghdad, arriving at Daura via Bomu. But, clearly, 
both the trade and political connections which 
sustained strong ties between Bornu and Hausa- 
land meant that a regular source of Muslim influence 
continued to be felt from that direction.

Until the jihad, however, Islamic influence re
mained largely confined to two areas. First and fore
most, that large segment of the population devoted to 
commercial enterprise adopted Islam. While it was 
initially the culture of the foreign merchant communi
ties, increasingly it became the culture of Hausa mer
chants as well. As the latter began to spread as groups 
of traders far beyond Hausaland - south toward what 
are today the Nigerian forest lands and southwest into 
the Voltaic regions of present-day Ghana - they in 
turn became major agents of Islamic diffusion in West 
Africa. Certainly by the eighteenth century Islamic 
institutions and practices (the saying of daily prayers, 
celebration of the major Muslim festivals, use of 
Muslim jurists, obedience to Qur’anic strictures in the 
conduct of business, and so forth) had come to repre
sent the basic flavor of life in the Hausa capital cities. 
It barely requires repeating that the leaders of the 
Muslim merchant and learned communities were thor
oughly assimilated to the titled office structure of 
Hausa political life.

It was in the evolving Hausa forms of government 
that the second main thread of Muslim influence can 
be detected. From the time of Sarki Yaji down to the 
present day, the majority of the rulers professed adher

ence to Islam. At the same time, as the disgruntled 
Muslim literati continuously noted in their writings, 
the sarakuna remained very tolerant of pagan (Hausa 
traditional) religious practices among the majority of 
their subjects while perfecting Islamic forms as the 
cult of the ruling classes. This religious dualism, as it 
has been called, was characteristic of religious life in 
the city-states right up to the very moment of the 
Fulani jihad's outbreak. Unhappiness with such an 
impure state of affairs was the major ideological basis 
upon which the call to jihad was proclaimed.

Islam served to reinforce the powers of the auto
nomous rulers while it helped to organize and expand 
the growing networks of international commerce. All 
the while this gradual set of developments was taking 
place, a rather different set of problems constituted the 
main issues faced by the rulers of the individual states. 
These were the problems created by the intense com
petition between them and by the meddling and inva
sions of foreign powers. The strenuous efforts put 
forth to preserve state sovereignty and to enlarge the 
wealth and power of the state in competition with all 
the others - foreign relations, in effect - consumed the 
main energies and attention of Hausaland’s rulers.

Warfare and Alliance - Foreign Relations 
of the Hausa States
While much of the work of internal consolidation 
remained to be done in at least two of the city-states - 
Zazzau in the south and Gobir in the north - those of 
the core region had emerged as full-blown sovereign 
entities pursuing aggressively expansionist policies 
by the beginning of the sixteenth century. This was 
especially true of Kano and Katsina, whose rivalry to 
rank first among the states in power and control over 
the lucrative international commerce produced a 
nearly continuous set of armed conflicts between 
them until the mid-seventeenth century. But on var
ious occasions others states, particularly Zamfara in 
the early seventeenth century, also entered the fray by 
trying to assert a military hegemony over the Western 
Hausa area. Among the non-Hausa powers whose 
armies entered Hausaland in the effort to make the 
states become tribute-paying vassals were the ever
present imperial Bomu (which frequently claimed 
suzerainty over both the eastern border states such as 
Daura and the larger core states of Kano and Katsina), 
the Songhay empire of the middle Niger region (in the 
early sixteenth century), followed by the break-away 
Songhay state of Kebbi (through the rest of the six
teenth and into the seventeenth centuries), and, a 
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dimly-known but potent military state called Kwara- 
rafa whose raiding armies entered and occasionally 
devastated large territories belonging to both the 
Hausa and Kanuri (Bomu) states up through the sev
enteenth century (Ahmad ihn Fartuwa in Palmer 
[1926]).

These internecine struggles and the conflicts with 
foreign powers stimulated the growth of military insti
tutions designed for both defensive and offensive 
uses. The defensive wall systems were enlarged in the 
main birni, more modest earthworks constructed and 
maintained in the lesser towns, and regular guard 
forces recruited (frequently from among the slave 
populations) to man them. The titled ranks of warrior 
chiefs also grew proportionately: the Kano Chronicle 
recorded the presence of only eight major military 
commanders during the reign of Muhammed Kisoki 
(ca. 1582-1618) whereas their numbers had grown to 
fifty-two in Kano by the middle of the eighteenth cen
tury. The danger was always that a particularly strong 
commander might challenge the authority of the sarki, 
and the written records reflect periods of rebellion and 
attempted usurpation leading to civil wars in many of 
the states. Kano, again, provides detailed evidence of 
the challenge presented to its legitimate rulers by a 
strong military faction during a civil struggle that 
raged within the state between the early 1640s and 
1652, when the civilian party finally succeeded in 
suppressing a faction of warlord usurpers.

This need to maintain large and well-equipped mil
itary forces, and the consequent enlargement of the 
class of commanders, who in their turn might become 
the main disturbers of civil order, may have been 
responsible for the increasing use of slave generals 
and lieutenants - officers of the state who owed their 
loyalty directly to the ruler rather than to the kinship 
branch from which the ruler was selected. In any case, 
the state chronicles constantly stress slave-raiding as a 
major aim of warfare, the incorporation of slaves as 
one of the large elements making up the armies, and 
the rise of gifted slave war chiefs to high state office.

However, it was the cavalry that constituted the 
central military institution charged with carrying out 
the states’ aggressive policies. The cavalry had neces
sarily to be recruited from among the wealthiest 
orders of society since horses were acquired more 
through trade than by local breeding. The commonest 
currency used to purchase horses (especially from 
merchants plying the trade to North Africa) was 
slaves, thus completing the circle of economic inter
connectedness that linked slave-raiding to the overall 
military situation. As indicated in the discussion of 

the Hausa political structure, one of the strongest ties 
that bound high status clients to their lord was the 
obligation to provide military service. This meant, in 
effect, providing a horse (arrayed in cotton quilted 
armor), the grooms and attendants to maintain it, as 
well as the weapons and personal armor of the warrior 
himself. Together these represented a heavy tax 
burden on members of the Hausa nobility.

This system of “feudal” military service remained 
basically unchanged through the end of the city-state 
period. It has struck many historians as curious that 
none of the states experienced a shift in military or
ganization from their basic reliance on cavalry forces 
to the use of infantry armed with firearms. Muskets 
and cannon were known in this region of Africa from 
at least the beginning of the seventeenth century. 
Neighboring Bomu, through its connections with 
Ottoman-ruled North Africa, had even imported 
Turkish instructors to teach the use of such weapons 
(ibidem}. Yet the horse-mounted warrior continued to 
exercise the most important aggressive military func
tions for the city-states: the opening up and protection 
of trade routes, slave-raiding, and attacks launched 
against competitors. The infantry forces were em
ployed for defensive purposes: to defend the cities and 
to suppress rebellions. Unlike the cavalry, infantry 
membership was recruited from the commoner orders 
and the slave groups. Thus the Hausa, like most soci
eties, mirrored in their military forms their social and 
political organizations. So long as lineage hierarchies 
remained at the top of the political order and so long 
as one of the principal obligations owed by noble and 
wealthy men was to provide their ruler with military 
service, the role of the chevalier held firm. So impor
tant was this institution that not even the Fulani, in 
their turn, did much in the way of substituting musket, 
cannon, and infantryman for the prestigious occupa
tion of horse-mounted warrior.

Even the barest summary of the military fortunes of 
the individual states is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. However, certain main features can be 
described which help identify shifts in power that 
resulted from interstate rivalries and periods when 
foreign influence became pronounced (Hogben & 
Kirk-Greene [1966] 145-306).

The oldest, fiercest rivalry between city-states 
plunged Katsina and Kano into a series of conflicts 
and wars which lasted from the late fourteenth 
through the mid-seventeenth centuries. During the 
earlier part of this period Katsina seemed to have the 
upper hand. As that state lying nearest the major 
Saharan trade center of Agades - itself recently 
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having emerged from contests with other rivals as the 
most important staging location on the trans-Saharan 
trade route to North Africa - Katsina made strenuous 
efforts to control all the import traffic to the south. 
Kano, whose growing prosperity was derived from 
the expansion of its manufacturing industries and its 
reasonably successful slave-raiding campaigns into 
the stateless regions, came to resent the key commer
cial role which Katsina had assumed. On repeated 
occasions the armies of the two competitors took to 
the field with the obvious objective of achieving more 
complete sway over the trade routes. Although 
Katsina’s forces more than once came up to the very 
gates of Kano, the city was never taken. Kano’s cam
paigns against the Katsinawa had equally limited suc
cess. The stalemate reached by the inability of either 
to dominate its competitor was finally recognized in 
1652, when the two states reached a diplomatic accord 
that prevented open warfare between them until the 
end of the city-state period. By that time Kano had 
replaced Katsina as the largest and most prosperous of 
the two, a position it never subsequently relinquished.

While the two major rivals were locked in their 
struggle to achieve mastery over the core lands and 
the international trade routes, the most important 
states of the peripheral areas were absorbed with their 
efforts to achieve stable systems of rule at home and 
to resist foreign meddling. Zaria entered upon a long 
age of civil conflict during which rival lineages fought 
to achieve exclusive rights of sarauta. What finally 
emerged was a complex system of power-sharing 
between the noble competitors, which made Zaria’s 
political system, at least, rather more open to disrup
tion than the others. The capital itself was shifted fre
quently and became fixed at its modem location only 
in the eighteenth century. The armies of the Kwararafa 
and of Bomu continued to raid across the state and to 
exact tribute from the Zazzau kings, a situation which 
may have inspired the dramatic spurt of defensive 
wall-building there under the sixteenth century queen 
Amina. But Zaria lay too far south of the contact zone 
between Hausaland and the Saharan trade routes to 
vie for place as a premier commercial entrepôt. It 
therefore turned its attention to servicing the interna
tional trade by supplying slaves to the Kano and 
Katsina markets for which it received such precious 
commodities as salt, metals, and horses. By the eigh
teenth century the stability of the state had been 
secured and foreigners were kept sufficiently at bay to 
have made Zaria an independent power equal to Kano 
itself.

Gobir faced problems different from those of Zaria 

but, at the same time, ones to which the solutions 
welded together a strong state in the late part of the 
pre-Fulani period.

The towns of the Gobirawa originally extended up 
to the Ahir region of the Tuareg. They were the last of 
the farming populations to abandon the marginal 
Sahelian zone. By the same token, the Gobir Hausa 
also occupied strategic locations which each of the 
great imperial powers - Songhay in the sixteenth cen
tury and Bomu throughout - tried to control. Ine
vitably Gobir was forced to pay tribute to, or if pos
sible, strike up an alliance with one or another of the 
competing parties. This situation changed after the 
first third of the sixteenth century when Kebbi, a small 
state that successfully rebelled against the Songhay 
overlordship, entered the picture as an important 
buffer between Songhay and the Hausa states. For 
nearly a century Kebbi proved strong enough to 
demand tribute from most of its Hausa neighbors and 
acted as the virtual suzerain over Gobir. However, 
Kebbi’s rule was challenged in the seventeenth cen
tury by Zamfara, which strove in its turn for mastery 
over western Hausaland including all of Gobir and 
important districts of Katsina. The effort finally 
collapsed since the technique of alliance was never 
successfully employed.

Gobir, by the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
was entering upon a period of stability and growth.18 
Its military structures developed in response to the 
various foreign powers which had attempted to rule it. 
As it increasingly came to be the guardian state to 
which fell the responsibilities of protecting the whole 
region from the desert nomadic warrior groups, as 
well as keeping the trade routes open and safe for 
Hausa and North African merchants, Gobir became 
the Hausa crucible within which so many of the con
tradictory elements of the city-state were forced to 
work themselves out in the direction of new solutions. 
As perhaps the most ethnically pluralistic of all the 
states, Gobir had constantly to contend with the pres
ence of Tuareg, Fulani, and other non-Hausa groups 
within its borders, all of which were attempting to 
define their own structures in an independent fashion. 
This had the effect of stimulating the development of 
strong military institutions which, geared at first 
toward the tasks of defense and political consolida
tion, might subsequently be turned toward more 
aggressive, expansionist policies. Not itself a major 
Hausa market and craft production center on the scale 
of Kano, it nonetheless occupied one of the key roles 
in facilitating Hausa commerce by protecting the 
northern trade routes. And, finally, Gobir became the 
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scene of significant proselytizing efforts by Muslim 
propagandists and reformers. In retrospect, it is not 
surprising that, when the ultimate challenge to the 
city-state system did appear in the early nineteenth 
century, it struck first in Gobir state.

Conclusion - Strengths and Weaknesses 
of the Hausa City-States
cUthman dan Fodio, a Fulani mallam who resided in 
Gobir and may have tutored its crown prince in the 
ways of Islamic learning, appeared in the late eigh
teenth century as the Muslim “Sword of Truth” 
(Hiskett [1973]). He became increasingly disaffected 
from his patron, the Sarkin Gobir, whose levy of 
unjust taxes upon his fellow Fulani and coreligionists 
and whose willingness to tolerate many traditional 
Hausa customs and practices that varied significantly 
from the laws set forth in the sharia caused cUthman 
to preach and to write against such abuses. He with
drew from the birni to establish a new settlement 
where followers and disciples came to receive instruc
tion from the master teacher. The disciples soon 
organized their forces to resist the sarkïs efforts to 
compel obedience to the state authorities. Military 
conflict erupted between the two factions; and, while 
reaching indecisive conclusions at first, news of this 
rebellion quickly spread throughout Hausaland and 
was received by many members of the Muslim com
munity and by merchants and even non-Muslim Fu
lani as a welcome message of hope that they, too, 
might free themselves from the unjust demands of 
their rulers. With astonishing rapidity rebellious 
leaders appeared in all the city-states and each in turn 
journeyed to cUthman’s fortified camp to receive the 
great teacher’s blessing to carry the jihad back to their 
homes. At the same time they pledged their formal 
allegiance to what was clearly a new patron, the amir 
al-muminun, Chief of the Believers. In 1804 the jihad 
had been carried inside the walls of Gobir and its ruler 
was forced to flee. In 1807 Kano fell. By 1812, all the 
main birane had fallen under the sway of cUthman’s 
authority. His sons became the actual administrators 
of a new empire, the Caliphate, with a new capital, 
Sokoto. The age of the Hausa city-states had 
definitely ended.

What appears as most striking in this story is not 
that the city-states finally succumbed to the power of 
a superior, imperial order of rulers. What is surprising 
is that they endured for so long. For at least three hun
dred and fifty years the autonomous Hausa polities 
had managed not only to withstand the efforts of 

neighboring imperial powers such as Songhay and 
Bornu to dictate their affairs and exact tribute from 
them, but they also managed to grow large, pros
perous, and largely powerful in their own right. To do 
so they crafted systems of government and society 
which skillfully drew from the majority of ethnic 
Hausa obedience to a highly structured and complexly 
interlinked authority system which was repeated in 
each of the states. Perhaps of even greater significance 
was the fact that this fundamentally Hausa system, 
which had evolved from the earliest groups of kin- 
related farmers, was able to assimilate and adapt so 
many non-Hausa peoples and ideas to it: foreign 
merchants, Muslims, and pastoral Fulani.

The proof that this process did succeed is made the 
more convincing by what the Fulani rulers set about to 
accomplish upon their accession to power: they 
grafted an imperial structure on top of the Hausa city- 
state system but were largely content to leave the 
social and political orders intact. Hausa titled offices 
were given Muslim names (for example, the imperial 
ruler came to be referred to as the Sarkin Musulmi), 
while the Fulani and some of their Hausa allies came 
to monopolize the highest of those offices.

The main strengths of the Hausa city-states derived 
from at least three sources. First, the region where 
they took root was relatively rich in resources. Rain
fall and fertile soil were adequate to sustain successful 
agriculture and widespread animal husbandry. Their 
food surpluses permitted large numbers of the popula
tion to take up specialized full-time tasks: craft manu
facture, commerce, warfare, government, and reli
gious occupations. Furthermore, in the pre-city-state 
period this complex Hausa economic base was 
allowed to develop in reasonable isolation from the 
tumultuous imperial politics of its western and eastern 
neighbors. Indigenous, localized economic growth 
was an important precondition for the Hausa city-state 
form. When, after the Hausa were drawn fully into a 
wider, international economic world - as was the case 
from the sixteenth century onward - the individual 
polities easily accommodated themselves to the new 
economic opportunities without necessarily having to 
abandon their political form. Competition was waged 
between some of them, such as Kano and Katsina, to 
gain a larger share of the wealth from commerce and 
the sale of their own economic surplus. But no state 
became essentially predatory upon that commerce and 
sought to disrupt it. Otherwise, some of the states 
found themselves in a favorable position of economic 
symbiosis with the others - such as Zaria, supplier of 
slaves to the large northern market cities.
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The second great pillar upon which the successful 
Hausa city-state system was built was its elaborate 
socio-political system. The core of each state was rep
resented by the population of ethnic Hausa, each of 
whom had his or her identity as a full citizen affirmed 
by ties of blood that linked the humblest to the most 
mighty. Clientage reinforced this linkage, and titled 
office-holding gave it concrete expression. So long as 
the scale of any polity remained manageable - that is, 
so long as the kinship ties could retain the appearance 
of direct contacts between rulers and ruled - the city- 
state served its people well.

But the Hausa city-states comprised much more 
than successful export-oriented economies presided 
over by large kin-related groups. They were, all of 
them, plural societies containing large non-Hausa ele
ments. Perhaps the greatest strength of all was there
fore represented by the capacity of the basic system to 
assimilate new features and outsiders. The largest 
such group, the pastoral Fulani, were allowed to 
remain outside the rigorously hierarchical socio-polit
ical system so long as they continued to maintain 
peaceful relations of economic exchange with the 
agricultural society. Foreign traders, too, represented 
an opportunity rather than a threat to the city-states 
and were suitably linked to the Hausa rulers through 
the system of clientage. The need for more workers, 
warriors, and loyal government servants increased as 
the city-states expanded, and the institution of slavery 
developed to satisfy that need. As these were either 
captives or purchased persons and not a submerged 
class of ethnic Hausa, they, too, could gradually be 
assimilated into the social and political systems. And 
finally, Islam first appeared in Hausaland not as a dan
gerous foreign ideology but as the religion and culture 
of the merchants. Since it posed no immediate threat 
in the political sense, its obvious values (literacy, 
refined legal codes, and positive connections to the 
great centers of international commerce) could be 
adopted selectively without creating unwanted disrup
tions in the basic political institutions. Until such time 
as the religious reformers began preaching against 
such tolerant practices, Islam served to support and 
clarify the character of city-state life, not to under
mine its institutions.

The weaknesses embodied in the city-state form are 
equally apparent in the Hausa case. While the Hausa 
states succeeded for the most part in maintaining their 
independence from foreign rule, they never ceased to 
wage struggles among themselves. Too great a pro
portion of state wealth was spent on defensive 
requirements: walls are virtually the hallmark of city

states, but they are enormously costly to build and 
more expensive still to maintain and garrison. Fur
thermore, in a region where the presence of tse-tse fly 
makes the breeding of horses difficult, the excessive 
reliance upon cavalry (with its accompanying require
ment of purchasing horses) drained off enormous 
wealth. Yet military service of the “feudal” type con
stituted a central feature of the political order without 
which the system of clientage at the highest levels 
would have possessed significantly less substance. 
War booty, especially slaves, did add to the revenues 
of states that developed strong armies. But the need to 
use those same armies in the internecine struggles 
probably neutralized such benefits. Central, then, 
among the weaknesses of the Hausa city-states was 
the endemic military rivalry between them occasioned 
by the determined efforts of each to remain inde
pendent of the others.

The other principal weakness was probably in
herent in the very concept of the city-state. That was 
the problem of scale. If a single state appeared to grow 
so successful as to enlarge the extent of its territory, it 
could only do so by encroaching on the territories of 
other states. When such policies were pursued, either 
alliances had to be formed or conquests firmly 
secured by the imposition of the successful ruler’s 
agents as governors of the new lands. Zamfara, among 
others, sought to accomplish this type of forceful 
expansion and consolidation and failed in the effort, 
for other than its military strengths it lacked a secure 
home base to which the new possessions could be 
attached. Other city-states in other cultures finally lost 
their independence through just such a process in 
which the strongest among them finally imposed its 
rule over traditional rivals and created the basis for 
either a territorial state or an empire. In Hausaland a 
different result followed.

It was neither through foreign conquest nor through 
the triumph of one state that the Hausa city-state 
period was brought to an end. Perhaps no greater 
testament to the vitality and durability of the Hausa 
city-states can be made than to state that the Fulani 
reformers and their Hausa allies retained the basic 
features of life and organization within the states 
when they deprived them, finally, of their cherished 
local independence.

Appendix
Hausa City-States from 1450 to 1804 
- A Bibliographical Up-date
Since the appearance of my chapter on the Hausa city
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states in Griffeth & Thomas (1981), Nigerian and 
Western scholars have produced a substantial body of 
scholarship on Hausa history, polity, culture, and 
economy. None of this body of work significantly 
alters the characterization of the Hausa city-state cul
tures between the years 1450 and 1804 as originally 
presented. Nor has any major primary documentation 
been discovered in the written, oral tradition, or 
archaeological record that would indicate that the 
main Hausa city-states were either something dif
ferent from what emerged in the record compiled 
from the accounts of contemporary visitors such as 
that of Leo Africanus in The History and Description 
of Africa (Pory [1956]) or the late 19th and early 20th 
century texts assembled by Palmer (1928).

However, reinterpretations of that body of data 
have, in some instances, seriously challenged the 
main themes which those earlier authors chose to 
employ. Most importantly, a school of interpretation 
developed among scholars and students at Ahmadu 
Bello University in Northern Nigeria which argues 
that Western political and cultural models (including 
the city-state model) were inappropriate to the 
analysis of pxQ-jihad Hausaland, since the main theme 
should be the early and continuous development of 
Islamic culture and institutions rather than a focus on 
a presumed distinctive (ethnically differentiated) 
Hausa culture. From this perspective only the political 
fragmentation of the pre-jihad Hausa polities would 
suffice as evidence of city-states, whereas the culture 
of the region, its religious and intellectual transforma
tion, and many of its main economic institutions (the 
long-distance trade diaspora throughout the Western 
Sudan and into the forest and coastal areas as well) 
were of vastly greater significance than the atomized 
polities. Since most of the written documentation 
which describes pre-1804 Hausaland is based on the 
works of literate Muslims who resided there, were 
instrumental in the long-distance trading networks, 
and occupied important positions even within the 
local political hierarchies, then this view holds that it 
would be inaccurate to draw a picture of Hausaland 
which does not make the evolution of Islamic institu
tions the main theme. The eyewitness accounts of the 
earliest European visitors, such as that of Denham, 
Clapperton, and Oudney (1826), are thus by implica
tion regarded as having less value than they might 
otherwise possess since they impose a “Eurocentric” 
rather than an Islamic viewpoint on what was viewed 
and described.

The development of what is sometimes termed the 
“Islamic legitimist school of historical interpretation” 

is more fully described by Lovejoy (1986). Professor 
Abdullahi Smith and many of his graduate students at 
Ahmadu Bello University have been the main 
proponents of this reinterpretive perspective. An 
impressive number of theses on varying and 
individual subjects, particularly the history of Kano, 
have been produced from this source largely by 
employing the Islamic perspective discussed here. 
These are to be found in Barkindo (1983) and (1989).

One document, in particular, has figured strongly in 
the revisionist issues: The Kano Chronicle, which was 
first included in Palmer’s Sudanese Memoirs. Last, 
one of the founding scholars at Ahmadu Bello Univer
sity undertook a “deconstructionist” interpretation of 
the Kano Chronicle's authorship (1980) and reached 
the conclusion that it was the copy of “a free compila
tion of local legends and traditions drafted in the mid
seventeenth century by a humorous Muslim ratio
nalist” and was not in fact a chronology of the rulers 
of Kano from c. 1000 to the reign of amir Muhammed 
Bello in the 1880s, as was thought to be the case by 
Palmer. M.G. Smith assessed this interpretation in an 
article entitled “The Kano Chronicle as history,” in 
Barkindo (1983). More recently Hunwick (1994) 
undertook a detailed analysis of the text based on the 
internal evidence of Arabic and Hausa usage. He con
cludes that “we have to say that the optic through 
which Kano history is viewed by the KC is one that 
belongs to a vantage point of the closing years of the 
nineteenth century, rather than any vantage point 
closer to the events it describes, as Murray Last and 
M.G. Smith have proposed. Murray Last wanted us to 
read KC with the malam’s sacred geography and 
mythology in mind. While what may be called the 
malam Weltanschauung did play a role in the shaping 
of the KC, it may be more important to read it with the 
political history of nineteenth-century Kano in mind, 
and especially the political history of the 1880’s” 
(p. 143). That 19th century history, of course, 
unfolded as the imposition of Fulani/Hausa jihad- 
based institutions of rule over the Hausa city-states 
which had preceded them.

In any event, Hunwick (1993) also provides a very 
thorough survey of all the work done on Kano history 
(including that on its Hausa neighbors).

A second reason why the city-state model has not 
been embraced by some scholars proceeds from their 
view that the primary significance of pre-1800 Hausa 
history lies not in the atomized polities which seemed 
so distinctive to visitors who ventured inside their 
walls as in the truly vast spread of Hausa merchant 
communities throughout so much of the Central 
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Sudan and the forest zone. This theme was initially 
developed by Adamu (1978). He concluded that it 
was the “economic and cultural heritage [that] the 
Hausa people bequeathed to millions of West 
Africans” which holds over-riding importance. At the 
same time he states that “the Hausa are known to have 
developed one of the best systems of local govern
ment in West Africa.” For the pre-1804 period Adamu 
describes a “multi-centered state system in Hausa- 
land, in contrast to the unicentered system of Borno 
[and] was of major social and economic benefit to the 
country because it gave rise to more centres of devel
opment than otherwise and therefore faster develop
ment through competition. After 1804 the political 
scene in Hausaland changed completely and dramati
cally” (p. 14). The perspective offered here would 
seem to indicate that the author believes something 
akin to a city-state culture and political system existed 
in the pxc-jihad era (the “multi-centered state 
system”), but does not regard that as the most salient 
feature of the Hausa. For Adamu, it was the spread of 
the Hausa language (still the most widely spoken 
tongue in West Africa), Hausa economic activities, 
and the exportation of its local governmental institu
tional forms outside core Hausaland that represent the 
important story and not the record of city-states in the 
pre-jihad era.

Further on the Hausa as central figures in Central Su- 
danic systems of trade can be read in the many contri
butions of Paul E. Lovejoy beginning with his PhD the
sis (1973) and many subsequent detailed studies impor
tantly including the role of slavery and the slave trade.

Overall, the fullest account of scholarship on the 
pre-jihad Hausa states conducted since 1980 may be 
consulted in Laya (1992). While not explicitly identi
fying the Hausa as a city-state culture, Laya does gen
erally maintain the descriptions to be found in those 
basic texts and documents which do.

This brief review of the past twenty years of schol
arly inquiry into Hausa history and culture - the bulk 
of it by Nigerian historians - thus does not reveal any
thing which seriously contradicts the general picture 
provided in the contemporary documentation, trav
elers’ accounts, or detailed examinations of individual 
states (see M.G. Smith’s works on Zaria, Daura, and 
Kano). The city-state model as it is being developed 
by Mogens Herman Hansen (supra 16-19) it seems 
to me properly applies to the situation in Hausaland in 
the 1450-1804 period. The various revisionist inter
pretations discussed here (and others not discussed, 
such as the always popular Marxist class analysis 
approach) do not so much refute the city-state model 

as they simply dismiss it as an appropriate focus of 
scholarly attention.

Notes
1. Acknowledgements. I wish to thank Mr. A. H. M. Kirk-Greene 

of Oxford University for providing me with a thorough vetting 
of the Symposium Paper, particularly his kind assistance in cor
recting the many improper Hausa usages which appeared in the 
original treatment. He also provided me with valuable guidance 
to key scholarly works on Hausa history which have appeared 
over the past twenty years. I am also grateful to Symposium 
participant Paul Sinclair of the University of Uppsala who gave 
the Symposium paper a careful reading and critique. Sinclair’s 
insights and comments are greatly appreciated, as are those 
provided by the other Symposium participants during the 
presentation session.

2. Historians have relied mainly on two sorts of literary sources to 
document the establishment and growth of the Hausa city-states. 
The first of these consist of local traditions, written mostly in 
Arabic by members of the resident Muslim communities. Many 
of these records are compiled in the work of the British colonial 
administrator, H.R. Palmer, Sudanese Memoirs The sec
ond variety of written documentation consists of North African 
travelers’ accounts, of which Ibn Khaldun’s fourteenth century 
chronicle, Histoire des Berbères (de Slane [1925-6]) and Leo 
Africanus’ sixteenth century account The History and Descrip
tion of Africa (Pory [1956]) contain critically important evi
dence. Currently, scholars are working intensively with other 
written documents and collected oral traditions to sketch a more 
detailed picture than is available in the standard accounts. See 
the Appendix: Hausa City-States from 1450 to 1804 - A Biblio
graphical Up-date (503-5). This appendix also contains a brief 
discussion of conflicting schools of historical interpretation 
some of which reject the validity of treating pre-1804 Hausa 
culture as a “city-state culture.” Serious archaeological research 
on Hausaland has barely begun.

3. The Fulani jihad has received deep and careful study. Perhaps 
the best account of the foundation of the Caliphate remains Last 
(1967).

4. This perspective may be found in Trimingham (1962), which 
continues to retain its place as a major study of West African 
Islamic history.

5. Sutton (1979). The earlier views may be found in Smith (1964) 
and Smith (1976) 158-64, 183-201.

6. Sutton (1979). See also Appendix on the revisionist interpreta
tion advanced by the “Islamic legitimist school of historical 
interpretation.”

7. The version of the legend presented here is drawn from Palmer 
(1928) III: 132-4. Scholarly commentary on this text and 
many other centrally important documents of Northern Nige
rian history may be found in Thomas Hodgkin’s magnificent 
anthology (1975). See also Hallam (1960).

8. The treatment of state formation among the Hausa Bakwai and 
the Banza Bakwai is found in Hogben & Kirk-Greene (1966). 
This detailed study has been up-dated to include 20 subsequent 
years of scholarship on the Hausa and was reissued by Gregg 
Revivals in 1993. See in particular Part III, 7, “Emirates 
Deriving from the Hausa States,” 145-306. The basic document 
which has stirred interpretive controversy (see Appendix) in 
recent years is the “Kano Chronicle,” in Palmer (1928) III.
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9. On traditional Hausa religion, a leading work continues to be 
Greenberg (1946).

10. Denham, Clapperton & Oudney (1826) is the first thorough 
European travel account of Hausaland. It contains a wealth of 
ink drawings, including sketches and surveys of the Kano birni.

11. This section on Hausa society and economy as well as the fol
lowing section on political organization draw heavily upon the 
work of Professor M.G. Smith, perhaps the outstanding con
temporary authority. Although Smith writes as an anthropolo
gist, he takes great effort to preserve an historical perspective, 
especially where distinctions are drawn between pre-Fulani and 
posX-jihad Hausa social and political organization. Smith has 
provided a very terse set of descriptions in (1965) “The Hausa 
of Northern Nigeria”. Detailed, full-scale treatments of three 
major Hausa states may be found in Smith (1960) Government 
in Zazzau 1800-1950, (1978) The Affairs ofDaura and Govern
ment in Kano, 1350-1950 (1997). On Hausa as a plural society, 
see Kuper & Smith ( 1969) 91-151.

12. On the vast expansion of Hausa long-distance trade communi
ties, see various contributions in Meillassou (1971).

13. Certainly the best studied case of Hausa state politics and fac
tional competition in Smith (1960). Office-holding slaves are 
described in the earliest texts, such as “The Kano Chronicle.”

14. Consult The Affairs of Daur a for a complete breakdown of the 
titled office. Structure and the relations of offices to each other. 
On office-holding by slaves, consult A Chronicle of Abuja 
(Hassan & Shu’aibu Na’ibi [1952]).

15. Two chapters in Ajayi & Crowder (1976) present good surveys 
of Islamic influence in Hausaland during the city-state period. 
They are Hunwick (1976), and Adeleye (1976). The earlier 
works of Trimingham (1962) regards the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries as a period of Islamic regression in Hausaland.

16. See Appendix for discussion of scholars who have taken a dif
ferent view from that presented here on the Islamic role in 
Hausa history. Their interpretation is referred to as “the Islamic 
legitimist school of historical interpretation.”

17. The main outlines of these struggles are presented in the chap
ters by Hunwick (1976) and Adeleye (1976), see supra n. 15. 
More detailed treatments can be found in Hogben & Kirk- 
Greene (1966) 106-16. “The Sudan in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries”.

18. The tangled histories of Gobir, Kebbi, and Zamfara have been 
partly straightened out by Sutton’s reassessment of Hausa cul
tural origins. See especially (1979) 192-5.
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Yoruba as a City-State Culture

J.D.Y. Peel

Yoruba “towns” (z7h) are well known as an excep
tional case within African studies, as showing the 
highest level of pre-colonial “urbanization”, that is of 
the proportion of the population living in large, dense 
nucleated settlements, in the whole continent south of 
the Sahara. And not just this, but more directly rele
vant to the topic in hand, these settlements have char
acteristically had distinctive political institutions, the 
organs of government of small polities of which they 
were the centre, and to which they gave their name. 
The Yoruba meet so many of the criteria that Hansen 
has built into his ideal-types of “city-state” and “city- 
state culture” that it is not surprising that their ilu have 
sometimes been compared to the poleis of Classical 
Greece. Yet the most interesting thing about Yoruba- 
land is not that it makes a neat typological fit, but that 
its communities and sub-regions are so diverse - some 
of them fit the ideal type closely, others hardly at all - 
that it presents an ideal terrain for exploring the 
dynamics of city-state formation. In so doing we need 
to combine two traditions of work in Yoruba studies 
which have tended to be pursued somewhat independ
ently of one another: one by geographers and anthro
pologists on Yoruba urbanism and urbanization 
(Bascom [1955, 1962]; Schwab [1965]; Mabogunje 
[1968]; Krapf-Askari [1969]), and one mostly by his
torians on state-formation (Smith [1969]; Lloyd 
[1971]; Obayemi [1976]; Adediran [1994]).

The Yoruba-speaking peoples occupy a territory of 
some 90,000 square km, between the lower Niger and 
the coast of West Africa, the great bulk of it in what is 
now south-western Nigeria. Set deep in the humid 
tropics, the southern part of their country was rain 
forest, while to the north lay drier, more open 
savannah. The basis of the economy was farming - 
yam and maize being the staples - and there was an 
extensive practice of crafts: iron-working, weaving 
and dyeing, tanning, potting, wood-carving, food-pro- 
cessing. Though most farming was to meet subsis
tence needs, there was also was a widespread com
mercial network, with cowries as its medium of 
exchange, and local markets for farm produce and 
manufactures. Long-distance trade routes ran south

north, based on the exchange of coastal and forest 
products for those of the interior, eventually 
connecting with the trans-Saharan trade through the 
Hausa kingdoms of what is now Northern Nigeria. 
Later the Yoruba were also directly or (in most cases) 
indirectly connected to the Atlantic trade, which grew 
in its strategic significance for relations between their 
polities. The greatest Yoruba state of this period, the 
so-called “Oyo Empire”, drew its power from the fact 
that it straddled these two spheres of external trade, 
stretching from the Atlantic lagoons to the River 
Niger (Law [1975]). Despite strong affinities of 
language and culture, and shared traditions of origin, 
these peoples did not know themselves by a common 
name until the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies, when the term “Yoruba” - a Hausa name for 
Oyo, first adopted by missionaries - came into gen
eral use. We thus have the paradox that the ethnic 
label by which we designate the Yoruba city-state 
culture belongs to the period when the Yoruba ilu 
were, through their incorporation into Nigeria, fast 
losing their character as city-states.

While the very idea of a statistically average ilu 
would be meaningless, such is the variation in both 
population and territory, it is helpful to begin with a 
brief description of an ilu that stands in roughly the 
middle of the range, and also fits Hansen’s ideal-type 
fairly closely. This is Ilesha, the capital of the Ijesha 
kingdom, which has existed continuously since at 
least the late sixteenth century (for a full account, see 
Peel [1979-80, 1983]). The town, about 3 km across 
within its circuit of mud-built walls and ditch, had a 
population of perhaps 30-40,000 people at its pre
colonial maximum, before its sack by the Ibadan army 
in 1870. Ilesha lay at the centre of a territory 
extending outwards some 20-30 km in each direction, 
which included over 160 subordinate settlements in 
the mid-nineteenth century, none of them anywhere 
near Ilesha in size - a handful of the largest perhaps 2- 
3,000 people. These settlements were of varied char
acter: some were ancient settlements of independent 
foundation later brought under Ilesha’s hegemony, 
others had been founded as out-settlements from
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Fig. 1. The Ilu of Ilesha, the town and its 
quarters.

Ilesha; some had their own ruling dynasties, others 
were headed by a scion of the Ilesha royal lineage; 
some were communities in their own right, with their 
own local cults and festivals, others - a large number, 
either close to Ilesha itself, or in newly cleared land 
towards the southern forests - were farm-hamlets of 
people who lived there much of the time, but whose 
home-base was still a compound in Ilesha. Yet the dis
tinction between Ilesha and her subordinate settle
ments did not rest on economic complementarity, 
since Ilesha’s citizens were mostly farmers.

If we are to determine whether the Yoruba consti
tuted a city-state culture, we need to complete our 
description of the external forms of their communities 
with an understanding of how they conceived of them. 
What exactly does the key term ilu mean? Nowadays, 
when the Yoruba are more “urbanized” than ever 
before but are fully incorporated into a large territorial 
state, it is most often used to refer to a “town”, but 
less as a physical aggregation than a community of a 
certain kind, a “home-town” to which all Yoruba are 
presumed to belong. Before colonialism, ilu were the 
main political units, there being no other term that can 
be translated as “state”, “kingdom”, “nation” or 
“country” in a political sense. (The modern word 
ijoba, derived from oba, “king”, refers to rule or insti
tutions of government - such as the British adminis
tration of colonial Nigeria - rather than to a kingdom 

as a political unit; the old-fashioned way of referring 
to the United Kingdom is as Ilu Geesi, “the ilu of the 
English”.) A native or citizen, the equivalent of the 
Greek polites, was an omo ilu (“child of the town”), 
with a connotation of membership by descent. In the 
paradigm case - of the exceptions, more anon - the 
name of the town or chief settlement also served as 
the name of the people and the polity. In this concep
tual unity of town and kingdom - the defining mark of 
the city-state - Yoruba ilu differ from most of the 
other West African kingdoms with which they are 
often compared (Forde and Kaberry [1967]). Among 
the Akan states of what is now Ghana, the political 
unit was the oman (“state” or “nation”), which typi
cally did not take its name from the capital-town (e.g. 
the Asante nation had its capital at Kumasi). Like
wise, Abomey was the capital of the Fon-speaking 
kingdom of Dahomey, a small territorial state divided 
into six or seven provinces.

But as well as meaning a state, comprising both the 
capital and its dependent territory, ilu also refers to the 
capital-town in contrast to its rural hinterland - sim
ilar to the whole-and-part usage of polis among the 
Ancient Greeks (Hansen [1998] 17-34). In Ilesha the 
contrast was expressed as ilu vs. ileto, the latter term 
meaning “village” or the rural area generally (Peel 
[1983] 55). The essential feature of ileto - as of such 
other terms as aba and the even smaller abule (“ham-
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Fig. 2. The Ilu of Ilesha, the kingdom.

let”) - was not so much their size, or even that 
farming was their principal activity, but that they were 
not places that their inhabitants considered as “home”: 
that is, they were not where people were buried, or 
where they held their festivals, or exercised their main 
rights and duties as omo ilu. Hence the capital/hinter- 
land distinction was sometimes simply put as He 
(“house, home”) vs. oko (“farm”). A corollary of this 
distinction was the notion that only in the ilu could 
cultural ideals be fully realized, while people who 
lived most of the time in villages were uncouth yokels 
or ara oko (“farm residents”, rendered disparagingly 

in today’s Nigerian English as “bushmen”). But 
though this was a hegemonic view of the capital
town, it could be challenged. For if the ilu was where 
people’s homes were, then wherever people lived was 
a potential ilu for them. I well remember asking the 
chiefs of Isaobi, a small place of barely more than two 
dozen houses about 10 km out of town, which Ilesha 
people regarded as very “bush”, what its status as 
a community was. They replied indignantly, ‘7/w naa 
ni o! [It certainly is a town]”. It had not been 
founded from Ilesha as a village, they insisted, but 
incorporated in Ilesha’s territory at a later stage; it had 
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distinctive cults of its own; its sons took their family 
titles and, would be buried there.

* * *

The dynamics of city-state formation, so far only 
hinted at, cannot be approached without a fuller pic
ture of the variety of the forms of settlement and 
polity. From this it will appear that, though the values 
around the concept of ilu were strong in the heartland 
of the Yoruba-speaking region, they were imperfectly 
realized towards its periphery. Among groups like the 
Bunu and the Yagba of the far north-east (Obayemi 
[1976]; Renne [1995]), the Ikale and Ilaje of the 
south-east (Richards [1992]), and the Ana and other 
scattered groups of the far west, residence was in 
nucleated settlements - usually of the size of a large 
village or small town - but with little hierarchization 
of communities, a strongly defined central place, or a 
full-blown kingship. The “nine tribes” of the Ikale 
formed a federation under a ritual leader, the Abodi, 
but more important were the oloja (“rulers of the 
market”) of each settlement. How this might seem to a 
visitor from “Yoruba Proper” was put in the descrip
tion of the Ikale given by the Revd Samuel Johnson, a 
Yoruba pastor and author of the classic The History of 
the Yorubas (1921), after passing through their 
country in 1879: “[They live] in thickets without any 
regular town. Each village consists of a family or fam
ilies and the headman is their chief ... No sign of roy
alty to distinguish them, they are all in their primitive 
state” (quoted Peel [1998] 76). The ambiguity 
of defining the “polity” in these areas is evident 
equally in the variety of labels given these groups 
- “clans”, “village-groups”, “mini-states” - and in the 
uncertainty as to whether the single settlement or, if as 
commonly occurs, some federation or association of 
settlements, should be treated as the germ from 
which larger, more centralized polities would grow.

Though no sharp cut-off point can be posited 
between these groups and ilu in the central Yoruba 
area more fully realized as city-states, one thing above 
all made the difference: the institution of kingship. 
Yoruba kings (oba) were the point of intersection 
between their people and the gods, their prime func
tion being to intercede with them to ensure human 
health and welfare; they were themselves held to be 
quasi-divine (ekeji orisa or “second to the gods”); 
their legitimacy was based on their descent from 
Oduduwa, who was an aspect or refraction of the 
Supreme Being in the capacity of ancestor, and was 
held to have established the prototype of the Yoruba 

political order at Ife (Law [1973]; Akinjogbin 
[1992]). The Ife bronzes alone indicate that culturally 
something exceptional happened at Ife, and modem 
archaeology suggests an occupation that began before 
the end of the first millennium and reached an apogee 
associated with Ife’s most important artefacts around 
1400 AD. A palace complex in the centre of an area 
roughly 4 km by 4 km, with a series of unevenly con
centric walls, suggests growth by stages over a long 
period (Ozanne [1969]; Connah [1987] 131-4). Sit
uated towards the northern boundary of the forest, 
Ife’s growth may have had a necessary condition in 
the capacity of Ife’s early rulers to access the 
resources of south-north trade routes, though it is 
hardly a sufficient condition of it. More plausible is 
Horton’s argument (1979) that a major reorientation 
caused by the opening of the Atlantic trade in the Six
teenth century led to Ife’s decline, and the rise of 
Oyo and Benin, as well as smaller states closer to 
hand, such as Ijebu, Owu, and Ilesha. However, Ife 
retained its status as the primary sacred centre for the 
entire region, and provided the model for the develop
ment of a city-state culture built on large nucleated 
settlements focussed on the palace-complex (afin) of a 
sacred king.

“Traditional” city-state Yorubaland - that is rough
ly between 1600 and 1900 - fell into two broad zones. 
From the centre to the north-west lay the open savan
nah country which into the early nineteenth century 
was dominated by a single polity, the so-called Oyo 
Empire, named from its capital-town situated to the 
far north in the Niger valley. In a wide arc curving 
round the southern and eastern edges of Oyo country, 
mostly in the forest, lay a band of many middling to 
small polities, exhibiting great variety of form. Since 
Oyo stands at the other end of the morphological 
spectrum from the village-groups or “pre-city-states” 
of the periphery, being closest to a territorial “post
city-state” polity (though not really getting there), it 
makes sense to start with this south-eastern arc. More
over, since Ife lies roughly in the middle of it and its 
existing towns were less affected by the upheavals of 
the early nineteenth century than the Oyo area, where 
many old communities were destroyed and new ones 
founded, we are here likely to be closer to the early 
forms of the Yoruba city-state.

The key issue is the variable relations between the 
capital-town (ilu alade, “crowned town”, as it may be 
called in Yoruba), subordinate towns, and any 
regional or “supra-z/w” identities. If our bench-mark is 
a single, unitary ilu, named after its capital-town, with 
anything up to a few dozen subordinate out-settle-
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ments, then its characteristic instances - places like 
Ife, Akure, Owo, Ilesha, Ondo, Ila-Orangun or Ado- 
Ekiti - mostly lie in this area, though Ketu to the west 
also fits. At either end of the arc, where the average 
size of ilu tends to be smaller, traces of alternative, 
perhaps earlier patterns may be found, such as the 
existence of ethnic or regional identities at a supra-//« 
level. To the north-east, groupings such as the 
Igbomina, Ekiti and Akoko have sometimes been 
called “tribes”. But this is misleading if it is taken to 
mean much more than their being recognized to share 
speech-forms and cultural traits (such as the preva
lence of certain cults or titles) which distinguish them 
from neighbouring groups. They were still clusters of 
ilu, among which one or another might be accorded 
some kind of primacy (usually contested by others), 
but without any regular, transcending political organi
zation. Such a case might be most easily made for the 
Ekiti - the name is a geographical designation, refer
ring to the hilly nature of their country - who ex
pressed their affinity in terms of a notional “sixteen 
kings”. In the late nineteenth century this was invoked 
in a temporary political alliance called Ekitiparapo to 
check the military power of Ibadan (Akintoye 
[1971]). But the given lists of the sixteen kings vary, 
and not all “Ekiti” kingdoms participated in the 
alliance (which was in any case headed by Ilesha). We 
should see the notion of a “brotherhood” of the Ekiti 
kings less as the token of a federation, than an idiom 
to convey a mesh of affinities and occasional alliances 
among a group of mostly small, but entirely auto
nomous, //«. The same can be said of the neigh
bouring Igbomina (Pemberton & Afolayan [1996]).

The Ijebu and the Egba in the south did have more 
clearly federal systems, as is implied by the fact that 
their names do not derive from the name of their 
respective capital-towns. In Ijebu’s case the capital
town is distinguished by the addition of the term Ode, 
whose core meaning is “outside”. It occurs elsewhere, 
with varying connotations: at Ilesha, the town-chiefs, 
as against the palace-chiefs, are called t’ode (“of the 
outside”); the capital-town of Ondo used to be known 
as Ode Ondo; while among the decentralized Ikale, 
the sites where external trade and diplomacy took 
place were called ode. Its use underscores that the 
centre of a kingdom was the point of its political 
articulation with the wider world. Ijebu is one of 
the earliest Yoruba kingdoms of which we have 
contemporary evidence: already in 1505 a Portuguese 
source refers to “a very large city called Geebuu, 
surrounded by a great moat ... [whose] ruler is called 
Agusale ...”, trading in slaves and ivory (Pacheco 

Pereira, cited in Hodgkin [I960]). The reference is to 
Ijebu Ode, to the great earthwork a few kilometers out 
from its centre called the Eredo (whose traces still 
exist), and probably to the title of the Ijebu paramount 
ruler, the Awujale. The Ijebu kingdom was one of the 
largest after Oyo, about 6,000 square km in total 
extent, and included many subordinate towns, some 
with traditions of foundation from Ijebu, some 
claiming independent origin from Ife; a western tract, 
called Ijebu Remo, comprised a further dozen or more 
small towns under a “sub-paramount” ruler, the 
Akarigbo. Ijebu’s regional standing depended on its 
control of the trade routes from the coast to the 
interior, which was made possible by an unusual 
degree of cultural, political and economic integration 
within the kingdom. The Ijebu spoke a highly 
distinctive dialect, and all males in the kingdom 
belonged to named age-sets inaugurated every three 
years by the Awujale at Ijebu Ode. The core area of 
the kingdom was integrated by the Agemo cult, whose 
sixteen or more priests from autonomous towns made 
an annual pilgrimage to be received by the Awujale in 
the capital, ritually expressing both their rivalry and 
their interdependence (Drewal [1992] chapter 7). 
Moreover, Ijebu Ode, though relatively small in 
relation to the size of the whole kingdom, was more 
“truly urban” than other Yoruba towns, in that the 
great majority of its inhabitants were not farmers, but 
traders and craftsmen, while farmers preponderated in 
the smaller Ijebu towns (Lloyd [1962] chapter 6). In 
other words, there was an extent of economic dif
ferentiation between the capital-town and its district 
that was not found in most other Yoruba ilu. Ijebu, 
then, had some of the makings of a territorial state.

Before the 1820s, there lay to the north of Ijebu two 
very different political entities: one was a unitary ilu 
called Owu, the other was the Egba, a loose federation 
of between (according to various later traditions) 140 
and 300+ small towns. This high degree of fragmenta
tion says much about the geopolitical character of the 
area: a frontier shatter-zone within the northern mar
gins of the forest between the more highly organized 
polities of Ijebu and Oyo. The Egba towns were 
divided into three sections, each under the ruler of one 
of them presiding as primus inter pares, with the 
Alake (king of Ake) as senior to all. The functions of 
this supra-//« organization seem to have been largely 
to do with the settlement of disputes between ilu - 
until, that is, a leader called Lisabi organized an inter- 
ilu militia which in the late eighteenth century suc
ceeded in throwing off the control of Oyo, to which 
the Egba had been tributary. But the Egba towns
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Fig. 3. Yorubaland in the late 
eighteenth century.
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remained so disunited that when widespread disorder 
broke out in the 1820s after the sack of Owu by a joint 
force of Ijebus and Ifes, they were destroyed one by 
one. About 1830, groups of Egba refugees collected 
themselves together at a defensive site they called 
Abeokuta (“Under the rock”) by the Ogun River on 
the western fringe of their former territory. Here many 
of the old ilu kept their identity and internal organiza
tion as “townships” within the new unified Egba cap
ital, which by the 1850s was estimated to have a pop
ulation of 60,000 - at least twice the size of Ijebu Ode. 
This synoikismos at last produced an effective military 
organization, with pan-Egba titles, enabling Abeokuta 
to beat off the hostile power of Dahomey and to bring 
into its orbit a number of small independent towns to 
its west and south. Yet its own civil government 
remained divided, for Abeokuta was a town with four 
ober, one for each of the Egba sections, and one for 
those Owu refugees who later joined them. But if the 
internal structure of the capital was highly complex, 
the organization of the kingdom was relatively 
simple: apart from the conquered towns, its subordi
nate settlements were essentially the farm villages of 
people who looked to their townships now incorpo
rated into the capital. The Egba, who had been a 

federation of very small ilu, became one of the most 
powerful city-states of the Yoruba (Biobaku [1957]).

* * *

So what of Oyo, whose presence has already been felt 
in the preceding account, though it has dealt with z/m 
which largely remained beyond its frontier? The town 
of Oyo (Oyo-Ile or “Home Oyo”), which on the eve of 
its abandonment in the early 1830s enclosed some 35- 
40 square km within its walls, lay close to the northern 
extremity of Yoruba-speaking territory, and its early 
orientation was largely to the non-Yoruba peoples to 
its north, despite the Ife origins claimed by its 
dynasty. Its ruler was known as the Alafin (“lord of the 
palace”). By 1600 it had embarked on what Law calls 
its “imperial period”, which saw its incorporation of 
the greater part of the savannah region of Yorubaland, 
the reduction to tributary status of its nearer northern 
neighbours and of Dahomey to the south-west, and 
eventually the establishment of an avenue of control 
as far as the coast, which enabled it to derive advan
tage from the Atlantic slave trade. In the interior, 
Oyo’s power was based on cavalry, which permitted 
extensive command of the open savannah, but was 
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unable to operate in the forest. As it expanded south
wards, Oyo brought many hitherto independent ilu 
under its control. They retained their own hereditary 
rulers, whether these continued to be recognized as 
crowned oba (“kings”), or were accorded the lesser 
title of bale. Though bale is the standard term for “vil
lage-head”, its connotation is less one of size than of 
political and symbolic status: some of the largest 
Yoruba towns, such as Ogbomoso, had head-chiefs 
styled Bale until well into the twentieth century. Oyo 
required of its subordinate towns an annual tribute, 
presented in person by their rulers at the great Bere 
festival, so called from the bere grass they had to 
bring for roofing the palace. They also had to supply 
contingents to the Oyo army. Their rulers had to be 
approved, and might be deposed, by the Alafin, who 
reserved to himself certain judicial powers, acted as a 
final court of appeal and settled disputes among the 
subordinate towns (Law [1977] chapter 6). Since 
many of these subordinate towns had smaller settle
ments under them, Oyo was not merely the largest 
Yoruba state, but also the most complex, since it was 
essentially a three-tier polity, compared to z7m like 
Ijebu or Ilesha, which were two-tier, or the smaller 
peripheral ilu, which might be one-tier.

The question then arises: did this complexity push 
Oyo towards becoming a territorial, rather than a city 
state? The main evidence for such a shift was the des
ignation of several “provinces” (ekun), variously said 
to have been four or eight in number, through which 
tribute and military levies were mustered. Each ekun 
had a distinctive name, the first two just being called 
Ekun Otun and Ekun Osi (respectively Provinces to 
the Right and the Left, sc. of the River Ogun), then 
Epo, Ibolo, Onko, Ibarapa etc. They were led, not by a 
governor as such, but by the oba of one of their towns, 
acting as a kind of primate. A further token of the ter
ritorial spread of Oyo was the institution, in the late 
seventeenth century, of the office of Are-Ona- 
Kakamfo or commander of the provincial levies, in 
contrast to the Basorun, the senior non-royal chief of 
Oyo itself, who commanded the forces of the capital. 
This command might be held by the ruler of any 
provincial town, chosen by the Alafin for his military 
reputation. But even this degree or “territorialization” 
rested on the presumption that ilu remained the 
building-blocks of the imperial polity of Oyo: its 
internal structure consisted essentially of relations 
between ilu, and its overall integration depended on 
the institutions of the capital town. For the main way 
in which a subordinate town related to the centre was 
not through the provinces but through some particular 

chief or officeholder in Oyo, who acted as its patron, 
in return for which he received a share of the tribute 
that it sent to the Alafin. On the other hand, the Alafin 
had his own means to exercise control throughout the 
empire: his greatly-feared messengers carried his del
egated authority, and in many provincial towns he had 
a locally resident official, often a royal slave, known 
as an ajele, to keep an eye on things. Law suggests 
that over time, and especially in the far south-west 
where rich benefits from the slave-trade beckoned, the 
Alafin were able to aggrandize their authority at the 
expense of both provincial rulers and the free, non
royal chiefs of the capital.

The causes of Oyo’s collapse in the early nine
teenth century need not concern us here, but it is 
doubtful if rivalry between the Alafin and his chiefs 
within the capital, or between Oyo and the provincial 
towns would have had their far-reaching effects 
without the new factor of Islamic jihad spilling over 
from the Sokoto Caliphate to the north (Last [1967]). 
A former provincial town to the south-east of Oyo, 
Ilorin, became a new kind of ilu, substantially Yoruba 
but with a Fulani emir acknowledging Sokoto as his 
suzerain. As disorder spread and many towns in the 
northern heartland of the empire were sacked, there 
was a massive flood of Oyo refugees to the south and 
east, even into the forest. They swelled the popula
tions of existing towns, such as Ogbomoso, Osogbo, 
Ede and Iwo; and founded new ones, like New Oyo, 
Ijaye and Ibadan. In the mid-to-late nineteenth cen
tury these towns were variously estimated to have 
populations ranging from 40,000 to 100,000 inhabi
tants, larger than nearly all the old towns of the forest 
belt. At New Oyo, a scion of the old dynasty tried to 
recreate the old imperial capital, but it never attained 
anything like the size or power of its predecessor. The 
vacuum created by the fall of Old Oyo was filled, if 
that is a way of regarding it, by Ibadan, a new ilu of 
quite an unprecedented character.

Ibadan was founded in the 1830s on the site of a 
former Egba town by a mixed force of Oyo, Ife, Ijebu 
and Egba warriors, among whom the Oyos soon be
came predominant. Hastily settled as an agglomera
tion of war-bands and lacking a royal dynasty - 
though formal recognition was given to the Alafin 50 
km away at New Oyo - Ibadan evolved as a turbulent 
military republic. Its principal warlords evolved a 
system of ranked military titles (and later some civil 
ones), which were allocated in a roughly promotional 
system with as much mutual agreement as their in
tense personal rivalries would allow. Phases of rela
tively collective leadership alternated with longer
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Fig. 4 Yorubaland in the late 
nineteenth century (ca. 1875).
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periods when one surpassing war-leader, backed by a 
large following of slaves and warrior clients, was 
dominant. Ibadan’s proud nickname was ilu jagun- 
jagun (“the warrior city”), and so continuous were its 
wars that its forces virtually became a professional 
army. Being situated in the forest, Ibadan could not 
rely on cavalry; but a ready supply of guns was now 
available from Europeans on the coast. To finance 
their import, Ibadan had to generate exports - palm- 
oil was the principal item - so it was driven to extort 
tribute and slaves from its neighbours.

It first brought under its control a belt of the more 
southerly Oyo-Yoruba towns; in the 1850s it started to 
drive eastwards into Ekiti; by 1862 it had erased its 
main Oyo-Yoruba rival, Ijaye, a new town like itself; 
Ilesha was sacked and made a tributary in 1870; and at 
its apogee in 1878, Ibadan’s dominion embraced 
upwards of a third of the Yoruba country, in a band 
that extended some 300 km from west to east. Much 
more hastily assembled and less enduring than Old 
Oyo’s, Ibadan’s “empire” still drew on similar mecha

nisms of integration, except that there were no 
“provinces”: the Ibadan Empire departed even less 
from being an aggregation of individual ilu. Yet 
though there was no oba or palace organization at its 
centre, there was a similar two-way system of control: 
each subordinate town had a chiefly patron at Ibadan, 
and Ibadan’s interests were represented locally by a 
resident ajele - the term came from Old Oyo - ap
pointed by the Ibadan chiefs in council. Ibadan was 
ultimately checked by an uprising of its eastern tribu
taries who made common cause with its other ene
mies, principally Ilorin to the north, and Abeokuta and 
Ijebu to the south. The resultant stalemate was only 
resolved by the intervention of the British, who during 
the 1890s annexed the greater part of Yorubaland to 
their colony of Lagos, later incorporated into Nigeria.

Without the colonial intervention, the collapse of 
the Ibadan Empire would have seen the re-emergence 
of the pre-existing order of city-states. What colo
nialism brought, however, was the conditions for the 
eventual demise of Yoruba as a city-state culture. A 
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proper system of provincial administration was estab
lished, and while the idea of loyalty to one’s ilu - now 
as “home-town” - remained very important, it coex
isted with new regional, religious and class identities 
constituted at much wider levels. Nevertheless, the 
civic culture of Yoruba towns, though city-states no 
longer, remains profoundly influenced by this back
ground, just as is the case in northern Italy, the Low 
Countries and ex-Hanseatic cities like Hamburg and 
Bremen in modem Europe.

* * *

The particular form of this Yoruba exit from a full
blown city-state culture, through the external imposi
tion of a territorial colonial state, prompts the thought 
as to whether it might have come about by some 
endogenous route. What may have impeded it is use
fully brought out when we compare the social 
dynamics of Yoruba city-states with those of two 
other cases: the city-states of Antiquity and of the 
Middle Ages. Max Weber ([1978]) drew our attention 
to some marked differences underlying the apparent 
similarities. The Greek poleis were composed in the 
main of farmer-soldiers, whose privileges as citizens 
rested on the labour of slaves of alien origin; class 
struggles within the community were essentially 
political in character, concerning such rights or 
conditions of citizenship as the franchise or issues 
around the landlessness or indebtedness of poorer citi
zens. The medieval cities were truly “bourgeois”, 
with political status dependent on the membership of 
occupational guilds; in the absence of slavery, the 
lower class consisted of wage-labourers, and class
struggle was essentially economic in character, 
concerned with the terms of their employment. In 
both cases, these class struggles led towards the 
absorption of the city-states into larger territorial 
polities - upon which, however, they left decisive 
traces. The city-states of Antiquity were swallowed 
by a great agrarian empire, which yet prided itself on 
upholding the urban values of the city-state culture 
which had preceded it. The medieval ones were taken 
over by middle-sized dynastic, and later nation-, 
states, which provided the scaffolding for the 
emergence of bourgeois society, that is one where the 
economic values of the cities became general.

Yoruba city-states clearly have more in common 
with those of Classical Antiquity than of the Middle 
Ages. Their citizens were typically farmers (Weber’s 
Ackerbürger), who lived in the city and farmed its ter
ritory; the distinction between natives (omo ilu or 

ibile, “children of the town”, or “sons of the soil”) and 
strangers (alejó) was crucial; the status of the free was 
underpinned by the exploitation of slaves, outsiders 
who were either bought or captured in war. Yet still 
they were very different; and again it shows up very 
clearly in the nature of their social conflict, which did 
not run along class lines. Why was this? A funda
mental difference between most societies of pre
colonial sub-Saharan Africa, including its central
ized kingdoms, and those of Eurasia was that power 
crucially depended on the control, not of land qua 
economically scarce resource, but of people. Goody 
([1971, 1976]) relates this to the basic con
ditions of agricultural production. Land was plentiful 
in relation to the size of the population, and the tools 
of farming - hoe and cutlass - were freely available 
extensions of human muscle-power. There was no use 
of draft animals, or the plough, and very little artificial 
irrigation. Agriculture was therefore extensive rather 
than intensive, typically using the bush-fallow system, 
where a piece of land adequate to the needs of the 
farming group was worked for a few years, till its 
natural fertility declined; it was then left to revert to 
bush to recover its fertility, while a fresh plot was 
cleared; and so on till the first plot was ready to be 
farmed again. If the farming group became larger, it 
just took more land into cultivation; while if there was 
any need to increase production, it had to increase its 
labour force. In sum, the scarce factor of production 
was not land but labour. Since it was people that 
communities and households sought to accumulate 
and retain, human fertility was the first objective in 
Yoruba dealings with their gods; and it was also the 
main prize in struggles both between and within 
communities. One far-reaching consequence of this 
situation was the widespread practice of polygamy, by 
which men competed to control the key reproductive 
resource - with chiefs and elders winning out at the 
expense of young and poor men.

As already noted, the institution of kingship was 
fundamental to the city-state culture of the Yoruba. 
The oba's palace was the focus of the town’s layout: a 
complex of buildings, courtyards and shrines set in an 
extensive walled enclosure, with the principal market 
in front of it. As a sacred king, the oba was the sacred 
point of articulation between his people and the gods, 
but it was as the head of the largest household in the 
state that he was the source of its political integration. 
The palace of a substantial kingdom was inhabited by 
a vast horde of royal wives (dozens of them), slaves, 
messengers, eunuchs, priests, functionaries, stranger
clients and other dependents. Close by were the com
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pounds of priests and craftsmen ministering to the 
palace’s needs, and of many of the principal chiefs. 
“Chiefs” is the conventional English translation for 
what Yoruba call ijoye or oloye, holders of “titles” 
(oye). There were enormous variations in the detail of 
the title systems in different towns, but titles were 
always grouped and ranked in various ways. There 
was often a distinction between a group of senior 
titles, whose members formed the highest council of 
the town, and a larger number of more junior ones, 
concerned with military leadership. Some titles 
denoted offices in the palace organization or in cults 
or crafts closely associated with it, others the headship 
of the wards or quarters into which the town was 
divided. Most but not all titles were hereditary within 
particular lineages, though in some towns (especially 
in the south and east) they were in principle open to 
any prominent son of the town. In large towns, at 
least, there was also a line of female titles.

Through its chiefs the ilu summoned its human 
resources, to enable it to engage successfully in its 
regional environment by controlling trade routes, 
attracting strangers to settle, dominating its neigh
bours, taking slaves rather than losing its people to 
other ilu. Each chief had to guarantee the loyalty of 
his following - the members of his lineage, quarter, 
cult-group etc., as well as his own household and 
more purely personal clients - through effective 
representation of them at the centre, and redistribution 
to them from it. There was thus a systematic two-way 
reciprocity at work. At all levels, power depended on 
the control of people, which at the level of the male 
household-head meant marrying many wives, and so 
acquiring more children and affinal relations. This 
enabled a man to make more claims on the centre, per
haps enabling him to become a chief, which in turn 
made him a more eligible patron, and enabled him to 
marry yet more wives. But as dependents gave a man 
power, so it increased the numbers who looked to him 
as patron. The greatest accumulations of wealth by 
individuals were thus broken up by the proportion
ately greater numbers of those who had claims on 
them.

It follows that in the political conflict of Yoruba 
city-states, the prevailing cleavages were vertical 
ones, between factions, rather than horizontal ones, 
between classes. As an arrangement for the allocation 
of reproductive power that works to the disadvantage 
of young men - since it postpones the age at which 
they can marry and become social adults - polygamy 
may be seen as creating a horizontal stratification 
based on age; and certainly youth/elders antagonism 

has been one of the most enduring bases of conflict in 
Yoruba, as in other African, societies. But since 
youths could look forward to becoming elders them
selves, it was a type of conflict with small potential 
for the structural change of the system which engen
dered it. Successful ilu contained many slaves - all of 
alien origin - who were especially concentrated in the 
households of the oba and chiefs. Despite their shared 
status, slaves were divided by their diverse origins, by 
the standing of their owner and the uses to which they 
were put, and by the stage that their social assimila
tion to the host community had reached. Some royal 
slaves were very powerful as agents and officials of 
their master (particularly at Oyo). Female slaves were 
largely absorbed as low-status additional wives of 
their owners, or passed on to be wives of their clients. 
The only significant slave uprising was that of 
northern Muslim slaves at Oyo in ca. 1817, which 
occurred under two exceptional conditions: there was 
the ideological factor of the preaching of the Sokoto 
jihad', and Oyo itself was starting to fall apart through 
factional struggles between the Alafin and some of his 
chiefs, with one of whom the slaves aligned them
selves (Law [1977] 250-2).

So the endemic form of struggle in Yoruba ilu was 
between notables and factions to control the power 
and resources of the state. Between the oba and chiefs 
there was a complex pattern of rivalry and interde
pendence. The chiefs, endlessly seeking to aggrandize 
themselves, needed to exercise influence at the palace 
- thus enabling a capable oba to play them off against 
one another. But though the oba symbolized the 
town’s prowess as a whole, it did not suit them collec
tively to let him get too powerful. The oba was elected 
from one of the segments of a vast royal lineage - typ
ically the largest in the town - by the senior non-royal 
chiefs acting as “kingmakers”. It is often said they 
would not elect someone who would dominate them, 
but individually they would each seek to have 
installed someone with whom they had good ties. But 
still an oba, having started as relatively weak and 
beholden to his electors, would tend to grow in power 
over the course of his reign. Those around him - inti
mates among the chiefs, favoured royal wives and 
their greedy kin, arrogant sons, ambitious slaves - 
would tend to exploit their connections with him, rise 
in his shadow and create a nexus of privilege in the 
state. But such periodic concentrations of power 
inevitably generated a backlash: those excluded from 
favoured access would scheme to reverse things, 
sometimes with violence. These movements did not 
tend towards structural change; they were rather the 
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normal cycles characteristic of the system. This 
precolonial pattern of Yoruba city-state politics has 
contributed not a little to the prevailing character of 
conflict - factional, communal and regional before 
anything else - in Nigeria since its independence.
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City-State Culture on the Gold Coast:
The Fante City-State Federation in the Seventeenth and 

Eighteenth Centuries

Ray A. Ke a

“Of several towns one must dominate the others.” (19th century Akan proverb)

Introduction
The present study offers a brief discussion of the 
Fante city-state system of the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries. At the time, it was the richest and 
most powerful polity (called mfantseman in the Fante 
language) on the Gold Coast (modem southern 
Ghana).1 Organizationally, the polity was a federation 
of allied and rival city-states under the actual and 
ostensible leadership of the supreme Brafo (“general”; 
“principal military commander”) of Mankessim. 
Established probably in the 15th century as an auto
nomous urban settlement by migrants from the 
interior, Mankessim served as the political capital of 
the migrants who were (later) known collectively as 
the Borbor Fante. According to mid-18th century oral 
traditions, the Borbor Fante were migrants from 
“Arcania”, a territory located in the Pra-Ofin basin. 
The southward movement from “Arcania” most likely 
occurred over a period of time during the 14th and 15th 
centuries.2 The migrants probably consisted of mer
chants, mercenaries, priests, and their armed retainers, 
servants, and slaves. Twentieth century Borbor Fante 
traditions indicate that the migrants were divided into 
five autonomous divisions, each of which occupied a 
section or quarter (brori) of the town. The leaders (or 
abrafo) of the three largest divisions, feeling too 
crowded, left Mankessim and spread out to take up 
land and to found towns and form states in other parts 
of the coastal area. The leaders of other divisions fol
lowed. The newly founded states were organized 
around a dominant town {ornan, plural aman). The 
city-states included Kwamankese, Abora (Abura), 
Ekumfi, Anomabo, Anyan, Nkusukum, and Esiam 
among others. The movement out of Mankessim 
seems to have begun in the 1660s or 1670s and to 
have continued into the early decades of the 18th cen
tury. The abrafo conquered neighboring polities to the 
north and west and incorporated them into the Fante 

federation. In 1698 the brafo of Abora replaced the 
brafo of Mankessim as the political-military leader of 
Fante. It was under this leadership, in the first half of 
the 18th century, that Fante armies embarked on a 
policy of territorial expansion and conquest.3 Territo
rial conquests coincided with the expansion of Fante 
commercial exchange. The early and later history of 
Fante was very much tied up with the history of long
distance trading networks.

Viewed from the perspective of an Atlantic trading 
system two major stages in Fante history can be 
proposed:

1. The period of the Atlantic gold trade (late 15th - late 
17th centuries) and the “cult” of the abirempon 
(Akan, sing, obirempon, a wealthy, powerful per
son; a “big man”): territorially competitive city- 
states (abiremponàoxn) dominated by abirempon',

2. The period of Atlantic slaving (late 17th-18th cen
turies) and the “cult” of the awurafram (“masters of 
firepower”; sing., owurafram, “a military leader”; 
“a military hero”) gives way to a political system in 
which the Brafo has become the presiding priest of 
the “national” oracular shrine, Nananom Mpow.4

In the earlier period Fante city-state society was a 
major exporter of gold; in another it was a major 
exporter of enslaved labor. The Atlantic trade effected 
many and continuous changes inside the society, 
changes that reveal complex relationships between 
political economy, ideology, social structure, and 
political organization. The various Fante towns were 
the locus of an articulation between two forms of 
social wealth accumulation and distribution: (1) rev
enues (“political wealth”), based on systems of sur
plus extraction and mechanisms of appropriation, and 
(2) trading and money-lending capital (“mercantile 
wealth”), based on marketing networks and the opera- 
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tions of brokers and merchants.5 The characteristic 
features of the 17th and 18th century Fante urban 
system were embedded in fundamental relations of 
production and in the historical development of a geo
graphical and social division of labor in the greater 
Gold Coast region. These features included the fol
lowing: (1) a spatially concentrated population of 
some size settled in permanent dwellings; (2) multi
functionality and organizational specialization - eco
nomic, religious, political-administrative, social, and 
military; (3) local and long-distance trade in necessi
ties and luxuries; and (4) dependent settlements 
within the immediate hinterland.6

The Greater Gold Coast Regional
City-State System
Structurally speaking, the Fante city-state formation 
was part of a regional city-state culture and system, 
the origins of which would seem to date to the second 
half of the first millennium C.E. The establishment 
and historical development of the Fante federation can 
only be properly understood within this wider context.

One useful point of departure can be found in a 
recent study of the historical geography of West 
Africa. Two geographers propose, within a general
ized “pre-colonial” time frame, an analytical model 
that delineates and defines a specific kind of regional 
system and spatial organization in much of West 
Africa. In this model the distinction between “town” 
and “country” is re-formulated:

“It would be more exact to speak of the distinction 
between ‘market centers’, together with their 
immediate hinterlands of farms of indebted peas
ants and plantations worked by servile labor, and 
‘deep rural’ farming communities where indebted
ness to urban merchants and money lenders is rela
tively limited.

Merchants expand trading networks through the 
extension of credit. Through accepting advances of 
goods or money on traders’ terms, rural producers 
are bound to particular merchants, and to supplying 
commodities at fixed prices. Windfall profits from 
local shortages accrue to merchants not producers. 
Such profits are not dependent on the existence of a 
recognized currency. Debts may be contracted in 
kind and paid off in kind or labor service.”7

This model avoids the use of the term “city-state”, 
nevertheless it provides one way of understanding the 
Fante city-state as a locally produced phenomenon 

and the greater Gold Coast regional city-state system 
as a trans-local phenomenon. However, it usefully 
postulates that there were different kinds of “rurality” 
in West Africa and that these were generated in “fields 
of power” produced by dominant urban marketing 
centers. The town is defined explicitly as a center of 
trading and money-lending capital, as a place of 
exchange and credit, and as a dominant center in rela
tion to a structurally dependent agrarian hinterland of 
indebted peasants and unfree laborers. What is 
implicit here is that the town is autonomous. In this 
scenario “town” and “country” in West Africa formed 
interacting parts of a single set of structural processes. 
The social production of this difference occurred in a 
continuous shared space, traversed by economic and 
political relations of inequality. Historical movement 
and change were embedded in a social-spatial division 
of labor that generated a structured opposition. “Out
side” of this formation were “deep” rural systems, 
presumably dominated by a redistributive political 
economy and by political-administrative towns inhab
ited by non-mercantile elite groups. These systems 
had their own intersecting and rival networks, and the 
networks reflected and shaped the urban spaces that 
produced them. They determined collective identities, 
cultural idioms, various aesthetic phenomena, polit
ical issues, and practices of representation.8

The argument of historical geography is that the 
interaction between urban market centers and “deep 
rural” settlements constituted the social dynamic that 
organized West African regional space. On the one 
hand, there were expanding urban commercial centers 
with dependent hinterlands. On the other hand, there 
were (expanding?) rural farming communities where 
the circuit of trading capital was relatively limited and 
credit and debt bondage were negligible or non
existent.

In his account of urbanization in “pre-colonial” 
Ghana, the archaeologist James Anquandah offers 
a point of entry into the conditions that made the 
formation of towns a possibility:

“The first half of the second millennium A.D. wit
nessed a phase of expansion in metal technology, in 
subsistence and cash economies, and in urbaniza
tion and state formation .... The period A.D. 1000 to 
1400 seems to have witnessed the emergence of the 
earliest towns and principalities .... In most parts of 
Akanland, the period A.D. 1500 to 1800 was the 
high-water mark of urbanization and state forma
tion.”9



City-State Culture on the Gold Coast 521

Fig. 1. Map of the Gold Coast from a ca. 1740 navigational chart. Towns in the Fante Federation are underlined. Abra = Abora, Annemabo = 
Anomabo, Cormantine = Kormantse.

The processes and activities described by Anquandah 
represent different modes of resource utilization and 
different strategies to control resources as well as par
ticular modes of surplus appropriation and capital 
accumulation. With some modification, a two “stage” 
historical perspective (1000-1400 and 1500-1800) can 
provide a chronology of regional city-state develop
ment. Recent archaeological research requires that the 
dates for the appearance of the “earliest towns” be 
pushed back to the 9th and 10th centuries. (See below)

Period one (9th-15th century) featured the founding 
of towns and centralized political formation (city- 
states; principalities) and economic and social expan
sion. There were fundamental changes in the social 
and geographical divisions of labor and in the forces 
and relations of production and considerable popula
tion growth. These can be summarized as follows:

1. the separation of craft production and agricultural 
production and the concentration of crafts in towns 
or in specialized craft villages in the hinterland of 
urban centers;

2. the separation of craft production and trade, which 

was the basis for long-distance trade and the emer
gence of professional merchants;

3. the rapid expansion of the gold extractive industry 
in the central forest districts;

4. the emergence of craft, military, and merchant 
associations or “guilds”; and

5. the large scale employment of bonded or servile 
labor imported into the area via extensive trading 
networks and employed in settlement re-organ- 
ization and land clearance in the central forest 
districts (i.e., the Pra-Ofin basin).

Until the end of the 17th century the “pivot” of the 
region’s economy was Bighu.10

Period two (16th-19th century) witnessed the 
apogee of town and state formation. A regional city- 
state system organized around dominant commercial 
centers was replaced by a regional state system 
(Asante) organized by a dominant military-political 
center (Kumase).11

During the first period the transformative processes 
were evident in different parts of the greater Gold 
Coast region: along the northern rain forest-savanna 
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ecological divide, within the forest itself, and along 
the southern edge of the forest and the coast. Urban 
centers and their hinterlands represented a “tech
nology” of power entailing the management of space, 
labor, and material and cultural production. Towns 
organized “topographies” of power that regulated and 
controlled the flow of commodities and surplus, the 
campaigns of armies, the passage of enslaved persons, 
and the distribution of cultural products and ideas. 
Archaeological evidence reveals that throughout the 
period forest-based urban settlements shared a similar 
material culture and technology.12

From the 11th century on, and probably even earl
ier than this, long-distance commerce was of major 
importance in the greater Gold Coast region. Several 
major trading networks intersected in the region. 
Within the long-distance trading systems, Bighu func
tioned as a terminus of the gold route from the Niger 
Valley-based commercial centers such as Jenne and as 
a terminus of the kola route from Hausaland and 
Borno. The gold fields of the Black Volta and Pra- 
Ofin basins produced for the urban markets of the 
Middle and Upper Niger Valley trading centers as 
well as for local consumption. Muslim Wangara 
(Juula/Dyula) caravan merchants from these centers 
transported slaves, Saharan salt, and other commodi
ties to the hinterland region.13 Wangara capital invest
ment facilitated the emergence of the regional city- 
state system. I would suggest that this route trans
formed particular local “deep rural” communities into 
“port cities”, i.e., market and administrative centers, 
for the Sudanic gold trade. Along the northwestern 
fringes of the forests the earliest process of city-state 
formation can be dated to the 11th century with the 
founding of the trading center of Bighu. Between the 
12th and 14th centuries other centers like Bono 
Manso, Bima, and Ahwene Koko were founded.14

In the central forest districts (Adanse, Asen, Aman- 
sie, and so on) there is evidence of large urban settle
ments engaged in the gold trade well before the 13th 
century. Recent archaeological evidence indicates that 
towns of some size were present in the 9th and 10th 
centuries. One such town is the famous site of Asante- 
manso in Amansie, one of the “original” places of 
Asante. In the 10th century it had a population of “sev
eral thousand people,” according to one archaeolog
ical report. There is strong evidence of active craft 
industries (iron working and pottery making) in the 
town. The earliest pottery styles are similar to “Earth
works Pottery,” which is found in some quantity in the 
Birim River Valley at ancient town sites, some of 
which were densely occupied. These places might 

very well have been city-states. The Birim Valley 
towns are associated with a striking earthwork com
plex characterized by trench systems, banks, and deep 
interior ditches. Two kilometers north of Asante- 
manso archaeologists have found a 9th century cult or 
sacral area covered with hundreds of pots. Its precise 
function remains unknown, but it was probably the 
location of certain specialized activities. The town 
probably depended on the agricultural and livestock 
production of surrounding villages, however there is 
no direct archaeological evidence for this. Doubtless, 
hunting and gathering served as other means of sub
sistence. Nothing is known about the political status 
of Asantemanso or the size of its hinterland.15 The 
town can perhaps be considered an early example of a 
city-state formation.

The “proto-Asante” population began to disperse 
from Asantemanso, probably in the 15th century, 
moving north where they established towns such as 
Kwaman (the later Kumase), Dwaben, Kokofu, Ku- 
mawu, and a number of others. These towns became 
centers of political power, and can be interpreted, per
haps, as the extension of an urban center’s hinterland 
into “deep” rural farming communities. Asantemanso 
continued to be occupied, but from about 1500 
onward it steadily shrank in size and population to the 
point where the 20th century village of Asantemanso 
is only a fraction of the size of the 14th century town 
of Asantemanso. Other towns replaced it as foci of 
wealth and power.

A contemporary of Asantemanso was the town of 
Adansemanso in Adanse. The size and layout of 
Adansemanso’s ruins indicate, in the words of one 
archaeologist, a large and complex settlement. This 
place enjoys a central role in local cosmology. It is 
remembered in traditions not only as one of the five 
original great towns (or capitals) of the Akan people 
and as the first capital of the Adanse state but also as 
the center of the universe. The date of its founding is 
not yet known, but archaeological surveys of the huge 
mounds that cover the ruined site have revealed that 
Adansemanso was fairly populous in the 9th century. 
In the main period of occupation, 13th - 15th century, 
it was one of the largest towns in the region. The pro
duction of iron and other metals (gold and bronze) 
was an important activity in the town and glass pro
duction might have been pursued as well, although the 
evidence for this is ambiguous. The presence of brass 
gold weights suggest that gold weighing and trading 
in gold occurred. Close to the towns was a large 
asensie (“the place of pots”), that is, an elite cemetery 
where funerary pots and terra cotta figurines com
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memorated the dead. Adansemanso was abandoned in 
the late 16th or the early 17th century.16

Different oral traditions refer to towns and other 
settlements in the Adanse and Asen districts between 
1000 and 1500.17 Their material relationship to Asan- 
temanso and Adansemanso has still to be determined 
by archaeology. There is also another level of histor
ical understanding that needs to be engaged. Why are 
the two city-states represented as “original” and 
“originating” places in the oral traditions? The “urban 
center/hinterland”-“deep rural” paradigm points 
toward the need to know what crises there were in 
15th and 16th “urbanism” for Asantemanso and 
Adansemanso to appear as great places among the 
descendants of those who migrated from the two 
centers.

The logic of the urban social context, that is, of life 
as lived from the point of view of the ruling elite, was 
one in which pressures and conflicts of some sort 
dominated. Ivor Wilks provides a description of the 
rise of obirempon families who had their origins in 
Adansemanso and Asantemanso, and this develop
ment was to contribute to the decline of both places. 
The source of their wealth was long-distance trade. 
They moved northwards from the two towns in the 
15th and 16th centuries and where they settled they 
created, according to Wilks, a new kind of political 
establishment - the abirempondova. It was organized 
around a dominant town or city which exercised 
suzerainty over villages of free (nkoa) and unfree 
(gyaasefo) subjects. The abirempon represented a “re- 
territorialization” of space, since they were the organ
izers of large-scale land clearance project in the cen
tral forest districts in the 15th and 16th centuries. The 
abirempon also represented new kinds of political 
jurisdictions, new forms of public power and public 
authority, a new sense of community, identity, social 
solidarity, place, and culture. Wealthy, well-organ
ized, and prestigious abirempon established their 
political and social power over a relatively wide area 
through their commercial relationship with the Wan- 
gara trading network and through the consolidation 
and institutionalization of ceremonial and ritual prac
tices associated with court culture. The ancestors of 
the Borbor Fante can perhaps be identified with the 
emergent abirempon. They moved south to the coastal 
area where they founded towns like Mankessim. From 
the late 15th century, where they traded with Por
tuguese and later other European ships. For the period 
1500-35 it has been estimated that the Portuguese 
imported ten to twelve thousand slaves into Sào Jorge 
for the abiremponÅova labor “market”. The high con

sumption culture of the towns’ rich and powerful and 
the reproduction of elite economic and political power 
depended on the employment of servile labor - as pro
ducers and as household/court servants/attendants. 
Hence, the importation of slaves from Benin, the 
Niger Delta-Igboland region, and Aliada was of over
riding importance.18

The 15th-17th century period was the “era” of the 
town-dwelling abirempon, or cavaleiros mercadores 
as they were known in 15th and 16th century Por
tuguese sources. The abirempon had their wealth and 
presence not simply because of the Adanse and 
Amansie city-state system and its gold mining 
industry but because this system was the termination 
of the gold route from the Middle Niger Valley. The 
Niger gold route was a source of different kinds of 
investment - economic, technological, and cultural. 
Like Asantemanso and Adansemanso, the obirempon 
towns functioned in part as entrepôts for the gold 
route and in this capacity they became recipients of 
Wangara investments. Alliances of powerful abirem- 
ponàovn led to the rise of expansionist, dynastic city- 
states in the course of the 17th and 18th centuries 
(e.g., Akwamu, Denkyira, Fante, and Asante), and 
this development transformed the political face of the 
region.19

The historical specificity of the way immigration 
(Wangara and other merchants, slaves, and so on) and 
trading/money-lending capital have played them
selves out in the Gold Coast regional context is exem
plified in the institution of the abusua (pl. mmusu- 
atow). This institution seems to have emerged in the 
15th and 16th centuries in Adansemanso, and it became 
one of the distinctive institutions in the abirempon- 
dom. It was to become hegemonic throughout much 
of the region in the course of the 17th and 18th cen
turies. When viewed historically and in terms of a 
political economy, the “originary moment” of the 
abusua can be linked to the movement of trading cap
ital, although it was not merely the “instrument” or 
“emanation” of capital. Nor was it a “tribal” organiza
tion. An early 20th century missionary report captures 
well the historical and social character of this institu
tion. The report relates that the mmusuatow were 
“companies of original families ... but not in the 
meaning of consanguinity, rather may be described as 
an alliance offensive and defensive whose members 
have to support themselves in paying debts and de
fraying expenses of funeral customs, etc.”20 The 
“companies of original families” each had a particular 
name, which was not, initially, an ethnic term nor a 
clan, tribal, family, or lineage but a “formula” or an 
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abridgement of a “formula”. The “formula” recalls the 
origin of the founding ancestor or the circumstances 
in which the group, or “company” was founded. The 
“company” identifies itself with a name or word that 
designated an honorable and prestigious status. It was 
a title of honor. Wilks maintains that the mmusuatow 
were instrumental in the period of forest clearance as 
a means of incorporating and socializing unfree labor 
(Akan, gyaasefo). It would have operated as a norma
tive framework - a communitarian or collective or
ganization at the level of the abirempon - that “de
fined” and “managed” the relationship of its members 
to money (accumulation: gold; cowries; credit), labor 
(appropriation: slaves and bonded persons), and the 
market (distribution: trade).21

In Fante country possible urban sites of the 14th- 
16th century period are known archaeologically as 
settlements, apparently fortified, on steep hilltops 
which had been leveled. In the forested valleys were 
to be found farming villages inhabited (presumably) 
by peasant cultivators and slaves.22 The assumption is 
that the towns were politically autonomous and were 
the seats of particular obirempon (Borbor?) families 
who were organized in mmusuatow. They were 
certainly in communication with the towns of the 
forest. Mankessim was a large town at the end of the 
15th century. In one of its iron-producing “suburbs” 
archaeological excavations have revealed (pre-16th 
century) terra cotta human portraits, which probably 
commemorated deceased high-status Borbor Fante. 
The site of the portraits no doubt marks the cemetery 
where the elite families were buried.23

Fanteland and other coastal and sub-coastal areas 
became more specialized and interdependent in their 
economies. Towns developed distinctive craft quar
ters and specialized craft villages were established on 
the outskirts of urban centers. Some places special
ized in metalworking, others in boat building, salt 
making, or bead making. Other places specialized as 
livestock and fowl markets, as produce export 
markets, or as slave markets. In addition, there were 
autonomous villages and towns of priests and 
priestesses that were places of sanctuary for debtors, 
runaway slaves, criminals, and others. There were 
other places that combined economic specialization 
with administrative activities. The different forms 
of specialization and settlement multi-functionality 
were the basis of the coastal and sub-coastal central 
place network and hierarchy. Furthermore, towns 
were characterized by organized town plans with 
carefully demarcated streets and public, or market 
squares.24

Seventeenth Century Fanteland - 
the Era of the Gold Trade
Archaeology provides some information on these fea
tures of the Gold Coast. Other evidence can be found 
in European documentary sources. One early 17th cen
tury Dutch source indicates, on the basis of locally 
acquired information, that the greater Gold Coast 
region counted well over fifty polities, from the coast 
to the northern fringe of the forest. How many of these 
places can be described as city- or town states is open 
to question. But the general pattern seems to be either 
an alliance of city-states which formed a political con
federation or a dominant town or city with a hinter
land of villages, hamlets, and, in some cases, 
dependent towns. A contemporary Dutch report 
provides one useful perspective on the coastal and 
sub-coastal settlement pattern:

“The towns which lie towards the interior of the 
country [i.e., eight to sixteen kilometers from the 
seaboard] are richer in goods and gold than the 
frontier [i.e., coastal] towns, and have more houses 
and are more populous than the seaside towns; they 
also have wealthier merchants who conduct more 
trade than those in the coastal towns whose inhabi
tants are the interpreters, boatmen, pilots, officials, 
fishermen, and slaves of the inhabitants of the inte
rior towns... but I have learned from the Blacks that 
further inland still are larger towns containing 
multitudes of people....”25

From this account it appears that the coastal commu
nities, consisting of principal towns and salt-making 
and fishing villages, formed the dependent hinter
lands of dominant inland towns, which were political 
and economic centers. Along the Fante coast were 
fishing and salt-making villages and two ports or 
“sea-towns”, Great Kormantse, the main Fante port in 
the 17th century, and Anomabo. All of these places 
were dependent on Mankessim. A century or so later 
other sea-towns had become part of the expanding 
Fante system, e.g., Cape Coast, Komenda, Mouri, and 
Winneba. By this time the principal coastal ports were 
wealthier than their early 17th century predecessors 
and had acquired hinterlands of villages and hamlet of 
their own. In practice these places enjoyed a certain 
degree of autonomy, although de jure they continued 
to be part of the larger political system.

In the course of the 17th century, the Portuguese 
were superseded on the Gold Coast by different Euro
pean trading companies - Danish, Dutch, English, 
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Swedish, and Brandenburger. The agents of these 
companies established themselves in the various 
ports, or “sea-towns”, from the Ankobra to the Volta 
River. They conducted their trade from castles, forts, 
and factories (or lodges). Each company had contracts 
and/or treaties with the local authorities who had 
jurisdiction over the ports where the commercial sta
tions were located. In the 1680s and 1690s a stretch of 
nearly twenty kilometers of the Fante-dominated 
coast displayed, in the words of one study, the “most 
intensely developed sector of the Euro-African 
trading system”.26

In the 17th century the main export of the Gold 
Coast was gold. The leading gold merchants through
out the century were known as “Akani”. They were 
from the inland kingdoms of Asen (“Arcania” in 17th 
century documents), and were in all likelihood linked 
historically to Adansemanso and Asantemanso and 
their trading systems. Any European trading estab
lishment that wished to deal in the “purest gold” had 
to conduct trade with the Akani, all of whom were 
abirempon. In 1601 there was only one Akani cap
taincy on the coast. It was located in the city-state of 
Elmina (Edena), the largest of the Gold Coast ports in 
the 17th century. By the 1630s and 1640s Akani cap
taincies were to be found in all of the coastal towns 
between Shama and Winneba and in the sub-coastal 
political capitals and the inland market centers. They 
had a particularly heavy presence in Fante towns, and 
by the end of the century some leading Akani mer
chants had joined the Fante political establishment. 
The wide-ranging trading operations of this mercan
tile corporation caused them to set up captaincies 
throughout the greater Gold Coast region, from the 
forest fringe towns (e.g., Bighu) to the coast (e.g., 
Great Kormantse). A captaincy consisted of a varying 
number of traders and brokers and could have as few 
as ten or as many as 100 members. A captaincy was 
under the authority of a “captain” and his assistant 
(“lieutenant”), both of whom were appointed by Asen 
authorities.27

In Fanteland the persons who conducted the greatest 
trade with the Europeans were for the most part 
“nobles” (abirempon, afahene, ahen, etc. in the Fante 
language): that is, they were “captains” or “officers” of 
towns and villages. Noble status was a recognized 
judicial category in Fante and elsewhere on the coast 
and in the interior. All nobles belonged to what was 
called, in contemporary documents, the “confra
ternity” or “brotherhood of nobles”. This was a “hori
zontal” social organization that was established in 
towns and villages throughout the region. Priests and 

priestesses had their own organization, which was 
separate from the “confraternity of nobles”. Together 
with the “vertical” mmusuatow organization, the con
fraternity was a distinctive feature of city-state culture. 
Persons who held noble status enjoyed particular 
privileges and entitlements wherever he (or she) 
traveled:

1. the right to own, buy, and sell slaves, and to trade in 
other commodities;

2. the right to trade anywhere;
3. the right to attend town council meetings as partici

pant members;
4. the right to have drums and horns and horse and 

elephant tails;
5. the right to hold a feast day whenever desired;
6. the right to receive part of the fines levied in the 

town court; and
7. the right of exemption from enslavement for them

selves and their children.

An individual could attain noble status in three dif
ferent ways:

1. by birth or ancestry;
2. by merit, that is, by the performance of “some great 

and honorable exploit for the benefit of the state”; 
and

3. by wealth, that is, by purchasing an office to which 
noble status was attached or by purchasing the title 
of noble in a three-day public ceremony.

The system of noble privilege and entitlement began 
to break down in the early 18th century and by the 
1720s it was no longer in operation. Its decline 
occurred in the wake of the military expansion of 
polities like Akwamu, Fante, and Asante.28

Juxtaposed to the “brotherhood of nobles” was the 
17th century institution of “poor relief’ for the urban 
destitute (anihumanifcr, adofo). This institution was to 
be found in Fante and other Gold Coast towns and can 
be identified as another defining feature of city-state 
culture. An anonymous 1665 reference mentions that 
following the main harvest peasant families “fur
nished the poor for gold”. In other words, revenue col
lectors (marini) distributed among the urban poor part 
of the taxes paid by the towns’ rural hinterland. 
Another source of poor relief was the fines imposed 
by the courts and town councils. In 1645, for example, 
Amadu, the ruler of Great Kormantse, was fined 3 
ounces in gold by the town council, one ounce of 
which was intended “for the poor” (voor den armen) 
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resident in the town. The priestly “estate” was another 
source of relief. Priests and priestesses set aside a por
tion of the many offerings they received from wealthy 
penitents for re-distribution among the “poorer sort of 
people”. The offerings included gold dust, gold orna
ments, livestock, agricultural produce, and trade 
goods. The agents of the European trading companies 
followed local relief practices by contributing to the 
material welfare of the impoverished. Thus, the mer
chandise that Dutch factors seized from smugglers 
was customarily distributed among the poor in the 
towns where they had trading stations. The Danish 
commandants of Fort Fredericksborg, located in the 
sea-town of Amanfro, had another policy. They dis
tributed to the poor of Amanfro the fines (always paid 
in gold) that had been levied on employees of the 
Danish company.

Migration from the farming villages to the towns 
was a fairly continuous process in the 16th and 17th 
centuries. It was this constant influx that contributed 
to the permanent presence of destitute persons in and 
around the towns. The institution of poor relief was a 
feature of the gold trade era. In the 18th century, when 
the trans-Atlantic slave trade was at its height, this 
social policy was no longer in operation.29

The populations of the Fante towns were culturally 
and linguistically heterogeneous, for the towns 
attracted people from a wide geographical area, not 
only from their immediate hinterland and from other 
Gold Coast ports and villages but from other parts of 
coastal West Africa as well. A coastal town such as 
Great Kormantse consisted of several social “estates”, 
excluding slaves and persons in debt bondage:

1. apolitical-military elite;
2. resident Akani brokers and merchants from 

Arcania;
3. priests and priestesses;
4. local traders and brokers;
5. fishermen, salt-makers, artisans, and other com

moners;
6. a town militia (akofokum in the early 17th century; 

asafo from the second half of the century on).

The Fante city-state system was “open” or inclusive, 
in the sense that persons from other towns and poli
ties, distant or near, could, under the right circum
stances, acquire an office, opportunities to trade, and 
high social status, that is, ennoblement. Citizenship in 
17th century Fante meant being a citizen of a town, 
and through town citizenship one was a subject of the 
Brafo of Fante.

The urban militias, essentially organizations of 
commoners, were particularly important in this regard 
because of their social functions as institutions of inte
gration. For example, any male stranger (whether a 
free person or a slave) who settled in the town was 
obliged to join a militia, although there were some 
exceptions to this blanket rule. This affiliation was 
one of the means to citizenship status. Anomabo had 
two quarters in 1681 organized in a single militia (the 
“Bendifoes”) of between 400 and 500 musketeers. 
However, with the population growth of the town and 
the recruitment of strangers the town’s militia in 1700 
numbered 2,000. In the 17th century, fishermen, salt 
producers, craftsmen, and priests were generally 
excluded from militia service; their citizenship status 
was tied to other town institutions and practices. Rural 
communities were attached to one or another militia, 
thus an obirempon who founded a couple of slave vil
lages with newly purchased slaves placed the villages 
in his particular militia. In the early decades of the 
century, villages in times of war fought under the 
banner of various political overlords. In the second 
half of the century, villages were transferred by the 
town councils to the town militias and henceforth 
fought under the banner of the militia officers. 
“Ambo”, the ruler of Great Kormantse (ca. 1632- 
1646), had ten to fifteen villages under his authority. 
Under the old system the male villagers would have 
followed the flag of one or another of the town’s 
elders into battle, as subjects. Under the new asafo 
system they would have belonged to the town’s 
militia, and the citizenship rights of the villagers 
would have been established through the militia. In 
1664 the town alone could muster a militia force of 
300 men (Ibid. p. 62). Kormantse’s rural communities 
could probably mobilize 500 to 800 men. The total 
population of Kormantse and its hinterland in the 
1660s was probably in the range of 5,000 to 8,000. In 
1682 it was referred to as “ye great town”.

The urban residences as well as the towns and vil
lages of priests and priestesses were inviolable sanctu
aries. The priestly villages and towns - consisting of 
priests, priestesses and their apprentices, servants, and 
slaves - were self-governing and were under the 
authority of a superior priest. Thus, debtors fleeing 
creditors, slaves and pawns running away from their 
owners, persons accused of criminal acts and fleeing 
punishment could find refuge by entering a priest’s/ 
priestess’s compound or by reaching a village or a 
town under the rule of a priest or priestess. At least in 
theory, no outside authority could violate the sanctity 
and sanctuary status of priestly property. On its own 
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specially designated terrain, priestly authority ex
ceeded all others, including that of the Fante Brafo. 
Within the Fante system there were clearly identifi
able overlapping jurisdictions and sovereignties.

There was a sizeable labor force attached to the 
European fort in Great Kormantse, which was in the 
hands of the English company until 1664, after which 
the Dutch company held it. It included servile 
laborers, boatmen, and artisans who were collectively 
known as the Company’s slaves or the Castle working 
slaves, and interpreters, envoys or messengers, gold 
takers, and brokers who were known as the Com
pany’s servants. These persons received regular 
salaries and wages from the companies, and either 
lived close to the fort or in one of the four wards of the 
town. The fort paid monthly rent to the Fante Brafo 
and regular subsidies to the Kormantse ruler and the 
town council, the captain of the Akani and his assis
tant, and town militia as well as to different officials 
from Mankessim. Each ship that anchored off the 
coast of Kormantse paid customs duty to the revenue 
collector. In addition, payments of various kinds were 
made on “holy days”, in time of war, on the feast days 
of nobles, and on the occasion of the marriage or 
death of a noble.

In the second half of the 17th century the notables 
of Mankessim (or “Great Fanteen”) included among 
others:

1. the abrafo of the different quarters, each of which 
had its own internal administrative organization;

2. the chief revenue collector (groote marijnje);
3. the captain of the caboceers (i.e., magistrates and 

various office-holders);
4. the captain of the mancebos (“young men”, i.e., the 

city militia);
5. the curranteers (i.e., representatives or delegates in 

the state assembly at Mankessim);
6. an Akani captaincy (of brokers, traders, and 

apprentices as well as servants and slaves);
7. priests and priestesses of the oracular shrine 

Nananom Mpow (“the grove of the ancestors”), the 
principal shrine of the Borbor Fante.

The other major towns of Fante had similar organiza
tional structures. Mankessim was distinguished from 
the other towns by the scale of its administration. Its 
population size is not known with any degree of cer
tainty, but at the end of the 17th century there were, 
perhaps, between 20,000 and 30,000 permanent in
habitants. With its dependent hinterland the total pop
ulation of the Mankessim complex could have been as 
much as 80,000.

In the mid-17th century Anomane (“Annomanie”), 
the brafo of Nkusukum quarter, exercised jurisdiction 
over the small coastal town of Anashan. Under his 
direct authority was the curranteer of Nkusukum, 
who represented this quarter in the state assembly. 
The representative did not live in Nkusukum quarter 
but in Anashan, which he also represented as a cur
ranteer. Another person under “Anomane’s” jurisdic
tion was a certain Adoni (“Adonie”). The son of a 
deceased Brafo of Fante, he was in charge of the 
Mankessim militia (“captain of the mansebos"), a 
position to which he was presumably elected (by the 
mancebos). The militia, which was known by the 
name “Bendifoes”, numbered about 2,000 muske
teers. Adoni was a man of wealth. Part of his estate 
included “Aniang”, a village near the coast, and per
sonal dependents, who amounted to more than 110 
men, women, and children.30 Nobles were free to move 
from one town to another. Anomane and Adoni could 
leave Mankessim, take up residence in another Fante 
town such as Kwamankese and be appointed to polit
ical or military offices there, or they could travel fur
ther afield to settle in the places beyond Fante. Their 
noble status and membership in the confraternity of 
nobles guaranteed them a positive reception.

Eighteenth Century Fanteland - 
the Era of Atlantic Slaving
In the 1690s the Fante federation faced a serious polit
ical crisis that resulted in civil war. The Brafo of Fante 
was accused by the brafo of Abora of violating the 
mfantseman constitution and therefore the supreme 
ruler of the federation no longer enjoyed legitimacy or 
recognition. The constituent city-states took sides and 
in the ensuing clashes the brafo of Abora emerged 
victorious. He assumed the mantle of Brafo of the 
Fante city-state federation. During the eighteenth cen
tury Abora was, militarily and politically, the domi
nant city-state. Its rise to this position can be traced to 
the last two decades of the century. In the early 1680s 
the ruler of Abora pursued a policy of building up his 
city-state’s military strength by recruiting “vagga- 
bondes” and “runaways” (that is, escaped slaves) as 
soldiers. By 1700 the town had, in addition to the 
“Bendifoe” company, two other militias - the Tafo 
and the Ankobia. The military build-up continued 
throughout the first half of the 18th century. By the 
middle of the century the town had a total militia force 
of five companies. Each was headed by a “captain” or 
“colonel”, and each one would have had more than 
2,000 men. In the first quarter of the century the 
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Abora militias led Fante armies in a succession of 
campaigns of conquest. The Fante army of 1700 could 
muster 25,000 to 50,000 men. One result of territorial 
expansion was that the Fante federation transformed 
itself into the most powerful and the wealthiest polity 
on the Gold Coast. The wars of conquest led to the 
destruction or decline of rival city-state systems.31 
Under Abora leadership, Fante society became more 
militarized than it had been in the 16th and 17th 
centuries.

During the period of Abora political-military 
dominance several noteworthy developments can be 
identified:

1. Great Kormantse declined in importance and was 
replaced by Anomabo and Cape Coast as the two 
principal sea-towns in the federation;

2. Mankessim emerged as the great religious center of 
the federation;

3. Fante traders, especially those resident in Ano
mabo, emerged as the dominant merchants in the 
Gold Coast export-trade in slaves and this con
tributed to the collapse of the Akani trading system.

The traffic in forced migration (Atlantic slaving) 
assumed unprecedented dimensions in the 18th cen
tury. In 1679 it was reported that Akani merchants 
controlled all of the long-distance trade of the greater 
Gold Coast region, that is between the coast and the 
distant interior. By the early 18th century this was no 
longer the case. Already in the 1680s the sea-town of 
Anomabo had developed strong commercial ties with 
various inland districts and commercial centers. 
Anomabo traders were to be found in such places as 
Asante, Akyem, Akwamu, Twifo, and so on. A 1717 
report gives a brief account of the town’s aggressive 
mercantile practices:

“Their manner is to employ multitudes of people in 
most countries to engross all the slaves wherewith 
the interlopers [European free traders] are continu
ally supplied and of late they have practiced a 
trade from a new channel by carrying great quantity 
of goods through Fante and Abramboe and even to 
Cuifero [Twifo] country to intercept the traders 
coming to Commenda and to [Cape Coast]”.32

Agents of Anomabo traders resided in market towns 
and political centers in the interior for the purpose of 
directing as many slave caravans as possible to 
Anomabo and away from rival sea-towns. The policy 
was fairly successful. In the second half of the century 

Anomabo was the leading port on the Gold Coast, 
with a population probably exceeding 20,000 perma
nent residents. It was also the wealthiest. New polit
ical offices were created, new villages were founded 
thus expanding the territory over which the town held 
jurisdiction, and a large militia force was developed. 
Office-holders, brokers, and traders established settle
ments in surrounding areas for the purpose of land 
cultivation and these were linked to the town through 
the militia companies. In the 1750s the English 
trading company built a fort in the town, and by this 
time Anomabo traders were active in the sea-towns on 
the Ivory and Slave Coasts.

Anomabo was the center of the federation’s mer
cantile activity. Cape Coast, Mouri, Tantumkweri, 
Egya, Apam, Little Komenda, and Winneba were 
other commercially active sea-towns. They, too, had 
militias, a hinterland of village settlements, trading 
company establishments, and markets. All benefited 
from the period of Fante territorial expansion, under 
Abora leadership in the first quarter of the century. 
From the 1730s to the 1760s Mankessim, as the center 
of the worship of Nananom Mpow, successfully chal
lenged the dominance of Abora and its allies. The 
title, brafo of Mankessim (formerly Brafo of Fante), 
ceased to have any military connotations whatsoever. 
The brafo assumed the role of chief officiating priest 
(oso/b) of Nananom Mpow, and hence the title came 
to be identified with the priesthood of the great 
Mankessim oracular shrine. Thus, one historian 
wrote:

“By the second half of the 18th century... Nananom 
Pow had become ‘The Talking God’ of the Fante 
people. It had become an oracle which was not only 
able to give supernatural guidance but also was 
expected to give audible advice when consulted. 
Furthermore, there arose a powerful school of 
priests who officiated at Nananom Pow and who 
were able to satisfy those who consulted the 
oracle.... [Thus,] it was in the second half of the 18th 
century that the Borbor Fante deliberately made 
Nananom Mpow the abode of gods... From that 
time onwards Nananon Mpow was not only the 
ancestral shrine of the Borbor Fante but also the 
seat of an oracle to which men [and women] turned 
in their uncertainty about the future. Here, the 
priests and abrafo healed the sick, practiced magic, 
and maintained an intelligence network that en
abled them to obtain information on the private 
lives of their clients which is then given out as if it 
were a result of divination or revelation.”33
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The transformation of the religious and social role of 
the shrine was one of the consequences of Fante terri
torial conquests and the tremendous growth of the 
Atlantic trade. While it served as one institutional 
means to consolidate the conquests, it also came to 
serve as a symbolic field of Fante mercantile activity 
as evidenced in the growing wealth of places like 
Anomabo and Cape Coast. The shrine reflected and 
expressed the imagination and social consciousness of 
slave trading merchant families, great and small, of 
the federation, and its conquered territories, in the 
second half of the 18th century.

For the merchant families of the coastal and inland 
entrepôts, the Mankessim shrine, pursuing, it would 
seem, a political-cultural strategy of demilitarizing the 
Fante public realm, embodied and articulated the 
imaginary and symbolic order of an increasingly mer
cantile society.34 The shrine became hegemonic in the 
realm of belief, morality, collective identity, and 
social life. The priesthood of the shrine saw the need 
to pacify the land following the bitter and bloody wars 
of expansion. The judgements, advice, and exhorta
tions of the shrine-oracle were to “pacify” and 
mediate the subsequent problems of conquest, such as 
the distribution of rewards among the military fami
lies and city-states. The social basis of the shrine’s 
new ideological dispensation is to be found in the 
needs and aspirations of accumulating merchant fami
lies and households in Anomabo and elsewhere. 
Through its shrine Mankessim acquired a vast hinter
land of believers and penitents whose fortunes were 
tied to the rhythms of the world of Atlantic trade.

Conclusion
The city-state system in the greater Gold Coast region 
(among Akan- and Guan-speaking populations) has a 
long and multi-faceted history that is ultimately but 
not exclusively tied to long-distance trade. This 
history can be traced archaeologically to the 9th and 
10th centuries. The emergence and development of 
the Fante city-states represents a later phase of this 
history. From its origins Fante seems to have been a 
federated system of semi-autonomous city-states, 
each with its own territorial base, military force, and 
marketing and trading relations. Rivalry within the 
Fante system was intense, as civil wars were not an 
uncommon feature of its political history. Throughout 
the 17th and 18th centuries Mankessim managed to 
remain dominant, initially in a political capacity, but 
later in a religious, cultural and symbolic one.
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The Kotoko City-States

Mogens Herman Hansen1

The region south-east of Lake Chad, today divided 
between Nigeria, Cameroun and Chad, is inhabited by 
a people called Kotoko. They speak a Chadic tongue 
and have been Muslims for centuries. Fishing is the 
principal industry.

Apart from archaeological evidence and oral tradi
tions the history of the Kotoko people is known from 
accounts of explorers, partly medieval descriptions in 
Arabic and partly nineteenth-century descriptions in 
English and French. Urbanisation and state formation 
took place contemporaneously in the period ca. 1100- 
1400 A.D. (Lebeuf [1981] 213) and between the 14th 
and 16th centuries the Kotoko were, politically, split 
up into half a score of small principalities, each con
sisting of a walled town with its immediate hinterland. 
Each principality controlled a territory of between ca. 
100 and 1,000 km2. They were self-governing commu
nities, and they seem to have been independent of one 
another. Each principality was centred on a small town 
protected by a defence circuit, and local traditions tes
tify to frequent wars between the towns (Lebeuf & 
Detourbet [1950]). Ca. 1600 the Kotoko were defeated 
by king Idris Alooma (1580-1617) and one by one 
the principalities were brought into subjection of the 
Bornu empire and converted to Islam. However, the 
rites still performed in the 20th century at the funeral 
of a Kotoko prince belong to a religion antedating 
Islam. These Kotoko principalities seem to have been 
city-states which together formed a city-state culture 
(Lebeuf & Detourbet [1950]; Rouland [1998] 135-7). 
They seem to have persisted as dependent city-states 
under Bornu domination and, in any case, in the 19th 
century, after the kingdom of Bornu had itself been 
weakened by the Fulani jihad, European travellers re
ported that the Kotoko were still, or once again, split 
up into - now - fourteen small autonomous principali
ties each centred on a fortified town. Seven towns to 
the north formed a federation under the prince who 
ruled the city of Makari. Five towns to the south 
formed another league under the prince who ruled the 
town of Logone Bimi. The last two towns were still in
dependent. The population of each of the towns is re
ported to have had its own dialect. The Makari dialect 

is spoken all over the region and at some point Makari 
seems to have exercised some kind of hegemony over 
all the other cities. What united these cities was inter 
alia a tradition of common descent, namely from the 
Sao, the people who supposedly dominated the region 
before the Kotoko.

In the nineteenth century the Kotoko were tom 
between Bornu to the west and Bagirmi to the east; 
epidemics and ecological disasters were added to the 
losses suffered in war. The cities declined rapidly and 
some were depopulated (Lebeuf [1969, 1981]). In 
the 1890s the Kotoko came under Rabeh, the new 
ruler of Kanem-Bornu. He was killed in battle by the 
French in 1900; his possessions were divided between 
the European powers, and the Kotoko region fell 
to Germany. One can say that the city-state period 
came to an end with the colonial administration. 
However, the principalities were maintained as a kind 
of dependent city-states, and to some extent the 
city-state culture survived during the first half of the 
twentieth century (Lebeuf [1969]), just as the Meso- 
american city-state cultures survived under Spanish 
domination until ca. 1600.

Urbanisation can be traced back to the 12th century 
(Lebeuf [1981] 213). Due to the annual flooding of 
large parts of the region all towns are placed on emi
nences, and from June to December the region is iso
lated from neighbouring regions and the towns from 
one another. All the major towns are walled. Goulfeil, 
for example, is fortified with a wall ca. 10 m in height, 
enclosing an area of ca. 20 ha. The town is subdivided 
into six quarters (Lebeuf & Detourbet [1950] 74-87). 
Of monumental buildings the most prominent are the 
mosque, the palace of the sultan, and the gudu, a 
tower to which only the sultan has access. It is placed 
next to the assembly place and used for proclamations 
and ceremonies, such as the accession to the Throne 
of the sultan. It seems to serve no other purpose and 
its function is, primarily, symbolic (Lebeuf [1969] 90- 
3; Durand [1983] 334). In 1873 the population of 
Goulfeil was estimated at ca. 8,000 inhabitants (A. 
Lebeuf [1969] 30). By the mid 20th century it had 
dropped to ca. 2,000.
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Fig. 1. Historical map of the region 
inhabited by the Kotoko. From Lebeuf 
(1969) 94-5.

Notes
1. I discovered the Kotoko city-state culture only in December 

1999 when it was too late to find a specialist who could provide 
me with a full account. Instead of leaving it out I preferred to 
write a short description myself on the basis of what I believe are 
some of the essential publications. I am most grateful to Pro
fessor Pierre de Maret for having read my survey and confirmed 
that, apparently, I have not made any serious mistake. If I have, 
the responsibility is mine.

Bibliography
Durand, B. 1983. Histoire comparative des institutions. Afrique - 

Monde arabe - Europe (Dakar).
Lebeuf, A.M.D. 1969. Les principautés Kotoko (Paris).
Lebeuf, A.M.D. 1981. “L’origine et la constitution des principautés 

kotoko (Cameroun septentrional),” in C. Tardits (ed.), Contribu
tion de la recherche ethnologique à l’histoire des civilisations du 
Cameroun, Colloques Internationaux du CNRS n. 551, (Paris) II: 
209-18.

Lebeuf, J.-P. & Masson Detourbet, A. 1950. La civilisation du 
Tchad (Paris).

Rouland, N. 1998. Introduction historique au droit (Paris).



The City- States of the Eastern Niger Delta

Kingta Irene Princewill1

1. Background and Environment
“The Niger Delta” is a term used specifically to 
describe the terrain watered by the River Niger, which 
flows to form a delta on the Atlantic Ocean (Allen & 
Wells [1902] 391; Nedeco Report [1960] 6-7). The 
areas between River Forcados to the west and River 
Real in the east form the actual delta of the River 
Niger. The term “Niger Delta States” came to be used 
to identify the four eastern city-states of Nembe (the 
Brass of the European records), Elem Kalahari (the 
New Calabar of the European records, also known by 
its praise names of Owame and Kengema Kalahari}, 
Okrika, and the Ibani, anglicized “Bonny” by the 
Europeans. The Ibani are also known to their neigh
bours as OkolobalOkoloama (Fig. 1).

These city-states are bounded to the west by other 
Ijo sub-groups of the Niger Delta and to the east by 
related Delta periphery groups such as the Obolo 
(Andoni or Idoni), the Ogoni and the Ndoki. The 
Ibibio and the Efik state of Calabar (old Calabar of the 
records) are still further west, beyond the Ogoni and 
the Andoni. To the north are such groups as the Odual, 
Engenni, Abua and the Ikwerre at the centre, and the 
Isoko, the Itsekiri and the Urhobo at the extreme 
western Delta. Three physical belts cover the entire 
length of the Delta region which affect the lives of the 
people, their occupation and their culture: (1) the 
sandy beach ridges, (2) the salt water swamp, and (3) 
the fresh water swamp.

Because the sandy beach ridges rise between two to 
five feet above mean high water level, islands are 
formed close to the Atlantic. Ibani (Bonny) is on the 
inner edge of one of the sandy ridge islands. The Kal
ahari town of Ke and the Nembe towns of Okpoma, 
Odioma and Twon (Brass) are located on islands on 
this sandy beach. The entire beach is dotted with 
islands, some small and others large, as Bonny is. 
Immediately behind the coastal beach ridges is the salt 
water swamp; it is much more extensive than the 
sandy beach and is the typical swamp environment 
usually associated with the Niger Delta. This area has 
a high level of flooding. It is in this area that many of 
the Ijo groups are located, including all of Okrika, 

most of Nembe and Kalahari. Above the salt water 
swamp is the fresh water swamp, wider and longer 
than the others and home to most of the central and 
western Ijo groups.

This is the ideal area for salt-making and fishing as 
well as the construction of canoes. On the other hand, 
the people in the fresh water swamp engaged in small- 
scale farming coupled with fishing. Since the area 
witnesses seasonal flooding which deposits silt, 
farming is the ideal occupation. The vegetation is 
tropical rain forest which is the home of several trees 
including the palm oil and raffia.

2. Language
Who are the Ijo? The various groups known today as 
the Ijo (Ijaw) speak dialects that are recognizable as 
the Ijo language. Each of the four Niger Delta states of 
Nembe, Elem Kalahari, Okrika and Ibani/Bonny 
speak a dialect that can be identified as Ijo. According 
to the English linguist, Kay Williamson, an authority 
on the Ijo language, the language forms a distinct 
subgroup within the Kwa branch of the Niger-Congo 
family of African languages which include the Yoru
ba, the Ibo, the Edo, the Urhobo and the Itsekiri, all in 
modem Nigeria (Williamson [1968] 124-30; Green
berg [1963]).

3. Early History: Migrations and Settlements 
The origin of the Ijo ethnic group in Nigeria is 
shrouded in mystery. Each sub-group has its own 
tradition of movements within the heartland of the 
Niger Delta itself. Many of them claim connections 
with Benin but the historical evidence to support this 
is quite scanty (Alagoa [1972] 187). Each Ijo group 
developed its own peculiar social-political character
istics in response to its circumstances, but all were 
bound together by their common language and 
culture.

Nembe. The early settlers of what came to be 
known as the city-state of Nembe were what Alagoa 
calls proto-Ijo (Alagoa [1972] 124-6). Different 
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waves of movements into the Nembe area had appar
ently resulted in the final establishment of six settle
ments or quarters. These settlements have all disap
peared. Ekule was the name of the ruler of the most 
senior quarter, Olodiama. His name came later to be 
used for all six quarters. There were also two settle
ments to the north and east, both within ten miles of 
the metropolis from which Nembe subsequently 
expanded. According to tradition, the name of the 
tenth king was Ogio. His reign is dated around 1639, 
and he is reputed to have gained control of the 
city/metropolis. All surviving Nembe royal geneal
ogies begin with him. This period witnessed the co
operation and eventual unification of the old quarters. 
Several factors were conducive to the process: polit
ical unrest caused by the Itsekiris, the myth of their 
powerful god and his sword, as well as the external 
threat of the continued military thrust of the Kalahari 
towns of Kula and Bile, both to the east of the Nembe. 
Later a civil war split the city into two factions. King 
Ogbodo and his followers moved to found yet another 
settlement at Bassambiri. As a result Nembe had two 
settlements and two monarchies, who at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century claimed supremacy, Ogbodo 
at Bassambiri, and Mingi at the Nembe city.2

Elem Kalahari. To the east of Nembe is the Kal- 
abari region of which Elem Kalahari became the most 
important settlement, functioning as the headquarters 
of the entire sub-group. The city-state dominated a 
large territory and, like the Nembe metropolis, the set
tlement was split up into as many as seven sec- 
tions/quarters, each with its own ruler and individual 
genealogy. The inhabitants were all Ijo-speaking.

Traditions have it that the Enderne (Kalahari 
quarter) traced their origins to the central Delta from 
where they had moved through the northern Delta 
fringe to the head of the New Calabar (New Kalahari) 
River near Amafa, an Ikwerre town which the Kalahari 
still call Obu Amafa. They all agree that the Enderne 
were of Ijo origin, tracing their ancestry to Kalahari, 
allegedly a son of Mein who had broken away from 
the Mein, the ancestral home of Ogobiri.

Due to pressures from local inhabitants as well as 
the search for areas to exploit for trading purposes, the 
Endeme/Kalabari group left Amafa and moved south
wards. Economic opportunities necessitated the move 
into Owame or New Calabari. This site (now called 
Elem Kalahari or Old Shipping) is a few miles from 
the mouth of the larger and more navigable estuaries, 
the New Calabar River, originally called Rio Real da 
Kalabari. The Endeme/Kalabari group were well 
placed for contact both with the Europeans and with 

the hinterland markets. They now call themselves 
Kengema (Horton [1969] 46).

A document of 1620 mentions a king of Calabar 
(Rey de Calabar) and a king of the Rio Real (Rey de 
Rio Real). The kings referred to are those of Elem/ 
Kalabari and the Ibani/Bonny, and they are described 
as war lords and friends of the Portuguese (Brasio 
[1955]). They respected each other though they were 
often engaged in close competition for the overseas 
trade. The fact that the Portuguese were impressed by 
these monarchs shows that the monarchy must have 
predated the seventeenth century.

In 1699 James Barbot and Grazilhier visited the 
Elem Kalabari settlement and met “King Robert” of 
whom they reported that he was “a good civil man, 
about thirty years old”. In his negotiations with the 
European traders the king was supported by “three 
leaders”, presumably “house leaders”.3 Thus kingship 
as well as the House/lineage system must be institu
tions developed among the Kalabari at Elem Kalabari 
before the seventeenth century, and probably in the 
course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The 
House/lineage system was a peculiar Ijo system which 
reached its highest stage of development among the 
four eastern Delta states.

Okrika. Unlike her sister city-states of Nembe and 
Elem Kalabari, the Okrika do not have a record of 
having once been settled outside the present city-state. 
The Okrika island is occupied by the two main settle
ments of Okrika Town and Ogoloma. Each has in
ternal factions which strongly disagree over the early 
origin and history of the settlement. The controversy 
is usually centred around the two groups of Tuboniju 
(Traders) and Koniju (Fishermen).

Ibani/Bonny. Of all the Ijo groups the Ibani/Bonny 
are those who have suffered most from the overseas 
trade. The traditions of origin are similar to those of 
Nembe, Elem Kalabari and Okrika. The original 
homeland was the central Delta area of Okoloba and 
Tubaratoro (Owonaro [1949] 53). The other Ijo 
groups, especially the Kalabari, still call the Ibani 
people “Okoloba”.

There is no doubt whatsoever about the basic Ijo 
culture, customs and dialect of the Ibani people. 
Although the Ibani became bilingual due to the influx 
of slaves into the city-state, the Ijo-Ibani dialect sur
vived and is still spoken in Finima, Kuruma, Kalai- 
Ibiama, Ayam (Peterside), Abalamabie, Isileogonu, 
Otuokolo as well as by the Allison lineage in Bonny 
Town.

Before 1700, at a time of crisis, Bonny turned to a 
new ruler, Perekule (anglicized Pepple). His dynasty 
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ruled Bonny to the end of the ninteenth century. Even 
though the city-state period ended in the nineteenth 
century, the traditional ruler of Bonny is still from the 
Pepple House. Perekule ensured continuity and 
consolidated the legitimacy of the new dynasty by 
marrying the daughter of a previous king, Dappa- 
na-Amakiri, and he was succeeded by the two sons of 
the union, Fubara and Opubo. Perekule and his son 
Fubara seem to have ruled Bonny for most of the 
eighteenth century. Barbot met Perukule in 1699 
and Opubo is recorded to have succeeded Fubara in 
1792. Barbot described Perekule (Pepprell) as “a 
sharp blade and a mighty talking Black”.4 If this was 
indeed Perekule, then his reign must be one of the 
longest ever attested, beginning in the late seven
teenth century.

From what we can see, the changes connected with 
the overseas European trade resulted in the setting up 
of new dynasties in all the four Delta city-states of 
Nembe, Elem Kalahari, Okrika and Ibani/Bonny; and 
Olfert Dapper described all four states as being estab
lished kingdoms in the seventeenth century (Dapper 
[1688]).

4. Organisation of the City-States
The western and central Ijo was a stateless society, 
based on the autonomy of each settlement. The Pere 
or high priest was the religious leader. There was no 
central political institution other than the village 
assembly (amagula) with the oldest man wielding 
authority as the Amaokosowei.

The Eastern Delta city-states or kingdoms retained 

the basic Ijo structure but expanded and developed 
into “city-states”, as Dike called them, or “trading 
states” as G.I. Jones called them. The political leader 
and chairman of the General Assembly was no longer 
the oldest man but the Amayanabo (owner of the 
town) chosen partly for his personal ability and partly 
because he belonged to the lineage of the founder. At 
assembly meetings, the Amayanabo and his chiefs 
were seated separately from the youths, asawome.

These changes were to a large extent the result of 
trade. Living along the coast with fishing and salt
making as their main occupations, the eastern Ijo had 
to supplement their food with provisions obtained 
from intensive trade with the people of the hinterland. 
They exchanged their fish and salt for food with the 
people of the hinterland, and it was not long before a 
class of professional merchants emerged (Horton 
[1969] 45). Thus before the advent of the Portuguese 
in the fifteenth century, the infrastructure for the 
Atlantic trade was already in place.

Nimi Wariboko ([1997] 29-30) is even of the opinion 
that the immigration of people from other Ijo regions 
into the Eastern Delta State settlements was caused 
more by the need to exploit economic opportunities 
than by the endeavour to escape wars or the need to 
found new settlements. In the case of Elem Kalahari, a 
group of merchants moved from the Amafa settlement 
into Owarne or New Calabar (Elem Kalahari) to find 
and exploit economic opportunities. The result was a 
boom of the lineage system of the typical Ijo village. 
Each individual House/lineage leader adapted to the 
new realities by making his children, relatives, trading 
associates and slaves form what one could call a 

Fig. 1. Map of the Niger Delta 
city-states.
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Canoe House which in essence was a trading com
pany. Competition was the key. Each House had to be 
thriving, dynamic, profit-oriented and able to estab
lish other Houses while still keeping its links with the 
parent House. The situation became so fluid that a 
junior House that became more prosperous could even 
absorb an older House. An unprofitable and unsuc
cessful House was broken up or merged with another. 
In times of external aggression each House furnished 
men and provisions to defend the city-state. The 
House, especially in the Kalahari context, was also a 
political and administrative unit. Each House had a 
chieftaincy stool and its own emblem. To keep up the 
population, many women were married off, many 
children produced, and many slaves brought in. It was 
also open to migrants to join. If a chief died, his suc
cessor succeeded to the House and its emblem, and 
received allegiance from the members. The smaller 
Houses numbered anything from 300 to 1,000 
members; others, such as the royal Houses, numbered 
many thousands.

The Canoe House was also a military organization 
whose able-bodied traders were equipped with arms 
and fought as soldiers. The leadership of the House 
went to someone who inspired respect and was known 
for his initiative and commercial ability. He had to be 
a man of substance. Capital accumulation was the 
main incentive behind the trade, especially in Elem 
Kalahari and Bonny. The society was an open one. A 
man began by being an assistant either in the long dis
tance hinterland trade or in the Atlantic coastal trade. 
If he was enterprising, he could sell his own goods 
alongside those of his Head. On the coast, goods were 
usually given in trust by the Europeans. Trust was 
absolutely essential, and a man dug his own grave if 
he proved to be untrustworthy.

In Bonny the organizational changes took place 
during the reign of Perekule (Pepple) who, according 
to the Bonny elder, Fombo, was an innovator who 
departed from the accepted norms. The king made one 
Allison Nwaoju, an Ibo slave, an alabo, i.e chief. This 
Allison, being of slave origin, could not by tradition 
rise through the lineage system to such a position. By 
promoting him king, Pepple opened a new chapter in 
Bonny’s history.

As successful traders came into wealth and promi
nence, they tended to build their own Houses as off
shoots of the older Houses which had been based on 
lineage descent. These new leaders consequently 
became House Heads (Alapu) who were able to equip 
war canoes to help the king in his wars. In Elem Kal
ahari and Bonny they had the privilege of sitting in the 

king’s council. The reform of the House system seems 
to have reached its climax in the eighteenth century.

The Trust system was well adapted to the adminis
tration of the House system and became what has 
been called “the lending bank”. The European traders 
provided the middlemen with manufactured goods 
which they could sell in the hinterland in return for 
slaves, palm kernels and palm oil. The entire business 
transaction was based on mutual trust - integrity and 
honesty being the essential values. The House Head 
became the guarantor and was responsible for all 
traders within his House who received the “trust” for 
sale inland. House flags bearing the insignia/symbol 
of the House Head went ahead whenever the traders 
went on board the European ships to transact busi
ness. Today the former city-states still use the flags of 
the individual Houses.

The trading skills of the Elem Kalahari people are 
attested in, for example, a report written in 1699 by 
James Barbot, the Captain of the English frigate, 
Albion. It was said of the Kalahari monarch that “He 
gave us to understand that he expected one bar of iron 
for each slave more than Edwards [the captain of 
another English ship] had paid him. He also objected 
to our metal basins, mugs, beads and other goods and 
said they were of little value at the time.” The negoti
ations continued the next day as the king would not 
reduce his demands; and it was only after he had 
struck a bargain that an agreement was reached. 
Barbot continued: “We had a conference with the king 
and principal natives of the country about trading and 
this lasted from three o’clock until having thirteen 
bars of iron for a male and ten for a female” (Barbot 
[1732]).

The powers of the Amanyanabo were increased by 
the Atlantic trade. He was the king who ruled the city- 
state and its citizens. He represented them in their 
relations with the European traders. It was he who 
received the “comey”5 and other dues for protecting 
the European traders, and who introduced the Heads 
of the Houses to the Europeans. As each of the city- 
states grew in size, population and wealth, the king’s 
position, power and prestige rose correspondingly. He 
was never an absolute ruler but not just a mere figure
head. The kings of Elem Kalahari and Bonny were 
both wealthy and powerful. The power of the House 
Heads, however, grew pari-passu with the power of 
the Amanyanabo and there was always a latent insta
bility caused by the increased wealth and influence of 
House Heads. According to Horton, the assembly of 
House Heads and the Amanyanabo was not particu
larly successful in maintaining order and regulating 
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conflict, and throughout most of its life as a trading 
community Elem Kalahari remained in a condition of 
chronic instability (Horton [1969] 52).

5. The Culture and Religion of 
the Niger Delta City-States
It has been claimed that one of the most profound and 
interesting changes occasioned by the European trade 
on the Niger Delta coast was the adaption of the Ijo 
Wari (House) system to serve new ends. Trade had 
become the most important economic pursuit of the 
people. Building up the House took different forms. 
One such form was the lya marriage rite. Generally 
speaking, the Ijo were - and are - matrilineal in the 
sense that unless special rites took place, a woman 
kept her children in her lineage. The husband could 
only claim them if he had paid a substantial dowry 
and performed the necessary and very expensive 
rituals. But a man needed to incorporate his children 
into his own House for purposes of labour and trade. 
The hinterland trade was linked with the European 
trade and both needed many hands. Acquisition of 
wealth was extremely important in an open society. 
An enterprising young man, even if he was initially 
handicapped socially by being a slave or a descendant 
of slaves, faced few obstacles if any, in improving 
himself economically and socially as well.

So the performance of the lya ceremony on his 
wife/wives signalled his new status in society as a 
respectable and influential person. The ceremony was 
costly and if he was able to perform it on many wives, 
the better for him, as all the children from such 
women belonged to him. In Kalahari society, for 
example, it was a sign of weakness not to be able to 
claim one’s own children. Many powerful and 
wealthy chiefs would not agree to give away their 
daughters in marriage in accordance with the lya cere
mony but preferred to buy male slaves for them so 
that the children would remain in their own House. 
Also, a freeborn who married a slave of another 
House was said to have “wasted his seed” because he 
could never claim his children through lya ceremony 
on the slave who forever belonged to the House or the 
owner who had “bought” her.

The usual lya ceremony was an unannounced dec
laration that the young man’s next step was to take a 
chieftaincy title. At the appropriate time when he 
thought he was rich enough, he would become an 
alabo (chief). He was then required to provide a con
tingent of armed men or a war canoe with a crew of 
about thirty able men who could assist the city-state in 

times of war. These men would have to sit in the 
canoe at the sea-front where the Amanyanabo (king) 
and the assembly of chiefs, accompanied by their fol
lowers, could inspect the canoe and the soldiers. The 
review took the form of a celebration in which the 
whole city was involved. The candidate must satisfy 
the community that none of the men in the fighting
canoe belonged to any other person. He also had to 
provide guns and ammunition. It was only after this 
ceremony that the real inauguration ceremony took 
place. The candidate must have the backing of the 
leader of his main House, who had the privilege of 
“raising his hand” to indicate his approval and support 
for him in the assembly of chiefs. However rich a man 
was, and even if he was free-born, his hand had to be 
“raised” by the leader of his main House, and that is 
still the case today. Such sponsorship was vital to his 
promotion to the position of chief. So, in spite of the 
openness of society, and although social mobility was 
encouraged for enterprising young men, there 
were/are still restrictions that prevented the “nouveau 
riche” from arrogating power; and no one, however 
rich, could ever become the Amanyanabo.

Slaves and Citizenship
The House system was fully geared to the manumis
sion of slaves. The basic ceremony was to shave the 
slave’s hair and to cut the nails on both hands and feet. 
The new hair and nails indicated the manumitted 
slave’s new personality and change of status. Former 
slaves were usually given new Ijo names. The male 
slave was now integrated into the household and 
given a “new mother”, usually an older member of the 
House. Thereafter he was treated as her son, and all 
the members of the House treated him as their brother. 
A male slave was given a wife, and a female a hus
band. Children born from manumitted slaves were 
integrated into the House system.

Ekine and Sekiapu
It was imperative for a new slave to acculturate as 
quickly and completely as possible. Speaking the 
dialect with a foreign accent, for example, provoked 
ridicule in the community. Furthermore, acculturation 
led to increased social mobility in an open society 
which encouraged enterprising and intelligent young 
men. There were societies and clubs in the city-states 
which helped to accelerate and encourage the accul
turation process for the new slave. In no city-state did 
this become an art so much as it did among the Elem 
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Kalahari. The Ekine was a club of masquerades, for 
the artistically-endowed citizens. They must have the 
ability to dance and understand the intricacies of the 
drum language which was an embodiment of the his
torical events of the ancestors of the state, the “praise 
names” of the various ancestors.

The members sekiapu (dancers) must dance 
according to the particular rhythm of the drum, and be 
able to “point with their walking-sticks” accurately to 
the appropriate areas or shrines called for by the 
drums. As there were about thirty-three shrines of the 
heroes, it was not an easy task to perform. But it was, 
and still is, a beautiful sight to watch sekiapu perform. 
A dancer who failed even on one call was publicly 
demasked and ridiculed. The only prerequisite for 
joining the Ekine society was the ability to acquire the 
dancing skills, and so an intelligent slave could climb 
the social ladder and be finally “accepted” if he per
formed well. Ekine involved knowing the culture and 
idiomatic phrases of the Kalahari and the complicated 
drumming rituals. Success in Ekine meant the seal of 
approval and full citizenship. Members of Ekine were 
feared and respected especially as they also assisted 
the Amayanabo/king in the performance of his duties 
and the administration of justice. They punished 
thieves and other social offenders, enforcing a code of 
conduct on their members, and were highly in demand 
to collect debts.6

Peri Ogbo
The Peri was an association of successful warriors 
found in all the Niger Delta States. In some, the asso
ciation was one of head hunters whose principal 
endeavour was to catch and kill men, especially in 
times of war. In order to become a member, one must 
have killed an elephant, or a wild animal, or captured 
a man alive, or killed a man. By such deeds of valour 
the warrior earned instant respect in the community. It 
was not a society for the faint-hearted. The members 
possessed the sole right to wear certain distinctions, 
such as eagle’s feathers; they had the privilege of 
drinking with their left hand; and they performed a 
special peri (war dance) at the death of a member or 
the Amanyanabo/king, or at the close of a war in 
which they had fought. They were always prepared to 
defend the state or execute dangerous missions 
secretly. In the last war between Kalahari and Nembe 
in the early 1990s, these warriors did a great deal of 
damage and the Kalabaris decimated the population of 
the Nembe.

Okrika society was slow to adopt the Peri Ogbo 

and Ekine!Sekiapu, but the Okrikas had other institu
tions which served similar purposes. Sekini, for 
example, was a masquerade society of warriors which 
also served as a court of appeal empowered to pass a 
sentence of death on murderers and to punish other 
undesirable elements of society. The Kiriowu had the 
authority to punish misdemeanours committed by 
women, while another female society, egbele irieme, 
protected women’s rights. Among the Kalahari, there 
also was the fearful egbelegbe female society, en
trusted with functions similar to those performed by 
the two societies in Okrika. Another unique associa
tion among the Kalahari was a group within the Peri 
Ogbo called Koronogbo (the club of the strong) which 
one could call “an inner circle”. It is difficult to ascer
tain when this group emerged but it probably was in 
the heyday of the slave trade. Their one mission was 
to terrorize poorly acculturated persons in the society. 
On certain nights, they prowled the streets and chal
lenged everyone they met. Those challenged were 
asked to state their names and their mission, and if 
they betrayed a non-Kalabari origin, they were killed 
on the spot. For the Kalahari, one result of the activi
ties of the Koronogbo was to promote the accultura
tion of foreigners, which was an important process in 
a slave-trading society.

Bonny, on the other hand, did not have such a 
society and did not attach the same importance to 
acculturation. Consequently, the inhabitants “lost” 
their language or, at best, became bilingual, whereas 
the Kalabari society was kept intact. The Kalahari cul
ture remained unadulterated. The influx of Ibo and 
Ibibio slaves did not affect the community. Elem Kal
abari remained as “pure” as the other Kalabari towns 
and villages that did not participate in the Atlantic 
slave trade. Both Nembe and Okrika (to some extent) 
kept their culture and language. Nembe became 
involved in the slave trade comparatively late, and her 
society did not witness a large influx of slaves as did 
the other city-states. In all of Kalabari history, there 
was no incidence of a slave revolt.

National Deities
Religion played an important role in the city-states. 
They all had national gods and sometimes “subsidiary 
gods”. The Nembe, Okrika and Bonny had war-gods 
as their tutelary deities.

In the case of Nembe, the adoption of Ogidiga, 
brought in by the Itsekiri, resulted in the abrogation of 
the individual gods worshipped by the different sec- 
tions/quarters and by the other towns that finally made 
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up the Nembe state. Because of the famous Ada sword 
Ogidiga was said to be more powerful than the other 
gods, who became acknowledged as the “sons and 
daughters and even wives” of Ogidiga. The subjuga
tion of these gods under Ogidiga of Nembe enabled 
the city-state to expand and incorporate the outlying 
areas without much bloodshed. The relationship 
between Nembe and Okpoama, for example, was 
sealed when Okpoama “accepted” that Kalaorowei, 
the community’s god, was the son of Ogidiga, now the 
national god of the city of Nembe and the kingdom. 
The affinity in both language and culture was now 
seen as “a child of Ogidiga”. Ogidifariye, the rock 
deity of Oruokolo, was “a son” of Ogidiga and so on 
(Barbot [1732] 380).

Among the Elem Kalahari, the female goddess 
Owemenakaso (variously called Awomenakaso and 
Akaso) was originally worshipped by the Korome/ 
Krome group within Elem Kalahari metropolis but 
was subsequently adopted by the Endeme/Kalabari 
group. The unification of all the sections that made up 
the Elem Kalahari city was made possible by the spe
cific demand of Akaso. She became the “mother” of 
all the various gods and goddesses of the Kalahari 
clan, and that happened even where the different 
towns and villages retained their own local deities. 
She was the highly honoured and accepted national 
goddess and was invoked especially when the clan 
faced external aggression. The adoption of a female 
god who opposed war and bloodshed set the Kalahari 
apart from the other states. They claimed that “Akaso 
was the youngest sister of Brittana of the British who 
ruled the seas” and that gave them an extra reason for 
the “feeling of superiority” for which the Kalahari, 
even today, are known. The Kalahari’s were also 
regarded as “Englishmen” by their neighbours be
cause of their “civilized behaviour”. Even though they 
had Okpolodo as a subsidiary war god, the adoption of 
Akaso, who gave them high moral instructions, 
tended to make the Kalahari a peace-loving and fun
loving people. The claim was that though Akaso hated 
wars and bloodshed, she never lost a war, which also 
gave the Kalahari a feeling of invincibility. Their 
desire for peace, however, was not totally divorced 
from their passion for wealth which depended on 
trade which, in turn, depended on peace.

Akaso’s fame spread far and wide. If blood was 
shed on the land, the land must undergo spiritual 
cleansing by the high priest of Akaso. That also pro
tected Elem Kalahari and the subsequent Kalahari 
towns from engaging in civil wars.

Among the Bonny, the institution of a national

god, Ikuba, was established early on in her history. 
Ikuba’s symbol was the monitor lizard (iguana) asso
ciated with the Andoni, the eastern neighbour of 
Bonny. Tradition has it that the founder of Bonny 
Town, Alagbariye, was himself a king/priest of the 
god Ikuba during the formative years of the city-state 
and that Queen Kambasa built the god “a house of 
skulls” after the Bonny had defeated the Ogoni in a 
protracted war. It was not long before the worship of 
Ikuba became established. Ikuba was a war-god 
whose intervention made Bonny flourish in her com
mercial activities as well as in her military exploits. 
The “House of skulls” built by Queen Kambasa was 
soon filled with skulls. New markets had to be pro
cured, and the one closed by the Elem Kalahari must 
be forced open. Ikuba was kept busy by sacrifices to 
ensure the victory and success of the Bonny while 
more skulls were added to the shrine.

The iguana worship by the Bonny was mentioned 
as early as 1699 by Barbot in his account. During the 
nineteenth century, the lizard, like a sacred cow, was 
allowed to roam freely in the streets of Bonny (Alagoa 
[1972] 187). But in 1867 King George of Bonny 
ordered that the lizards in the city as well as in the 
shrine should be killed, and in 1898 Chief Waribo 
Pepple demolished the famous “house of skulls” and 
the brass cast of the monitor lizard which was hung at 
the entrance to the shrine was handed over to the mis
sionaries.

Each city-state had its own “house of skulls”. 
While for Bonny the national god, Ikuba, had its 
shrine full of skulls, the Kalahari had an altar for war 
trophies including the skulls of those captured and 
killed in war. This altar was the ebeka shrine at Elem 
Kalahari, and the cult was unconnected with the 
national deity, Akaso. The Nembe had their house of 
skulls at the egbesu shrine at Nembe.

For the Okrika, the offices of king and priest were 
separated quite early in their history. Both Opu-Ogu- 
laya of Ogolima and Oputibeya of Okrika and Oko 
who founded Okochiri (Oko’s bush) on the mainland 
functioned as secular rulers and were not priests. 
Fenibeso who also came from the mainland took over 
the priestly functions. At his death Fenibeso was dei
fied and became the war-god of Okrika. Unlike the 
national gods of the other city-states who were “myth
ical figures”, Fenibeso was a powerful pirate on the 
mainland. At his death, because of his many exploits, 
he became the main symbol of unity in the internal 
religious rites of the clan as well as in external wars.
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6. Structure, Population and 
Growth of the City-States 
Irrespective of differences in size and population the 
city-states had many things in common, including the 
basic Ijo structural patterns. None of them was walled. 
The physical environment with its high humidity, 
heavy rainfall and swampy terrain - prone to periodic 
flooding - was unsuited for the building of city walls, 
and in this respect they were different from the cities 
in the kingdoms of the forest and savannah regions of 
West Africa. Also, the location on islands and along 
the coast provided them with the necessary natural 
defence against attacks, especially from people un
familiar with the riverine terrain.

The city of Nembe was a conurbation composed of 
six quarters/wards, called Ekulema Sondiabiri, “the 
community with six quarters”. In the sixteenth cen
tury none of these was more than five hundred square 
metres in size. The whole of Nembe is about two and 
a half kilometres by one and a half. The old quarter of 
Olodiama which was the core of Nembe is today the 
cemetery at Bassambiri. The settlement pattern 
changed with the expansion of Nembe towards the 
north and the south-east. In the early days there were 
plantain and banana plantations in the northern part of 
the city. (Plantain is a food crop loved by all Ijo, espe
cially the Nembe). In the sixteenth century Nembe 
had around one thousand inhabitants and was compar
atively smaller than Bonny, which in the same period 
was called “grand” and had a population of 2,000 per
sons. On the other hand, Nembe had more opportunity 
for expansion than Bonny with its position near the 
Atlantic. Nembe depended on Elem Kalahari and 
Bonny for its external trade but more people moved 
into the city concurrently with Nembe’s acquisition of 
a larger territory and extension of its external trade. 
The town of Brass/Twon - situated some forty-five 
kilometres from Nembe city and inhabited by Nembe- 
speaking people - was gradually brought under con
trol, thus enhancing the political influence of Nembe 
State.

As it grew in wealth and power, Nembe also came 
to dominate the neighbouring towns and villages, 
principally the towns of Egwema, Liama and Orukolo 
situated between Nembe metropolis and Akassa to the 
west. Nembe now possessed a territory within a radius 
of 25 miles from the urban centre, dotted with small 
towns and villages and interspersed with plantations 
for local consumption, although most of the foodstuffs 
still came from the fresh water zone of Ogbia and 
Abita westwards and northwards of Nembe city. 

While some like Twon speak the Nembe dialect, 
others speak a different dialect, close to the Akassa 
dialect, especially the Okoroba, Idema (Iduma) and 
Agrisaba, collectively referred to as Mini. The prox
imity of the powerful Elem Kalahari kingdom as well 
as the activities of the Bile ruler in the Kalahari region 
to the east of Nembe caused many of these villages to 
come under Nembe. The population became diversi
fied and increasingly urbanized. The Nembe dialect 
became the lingua franca even as far as Obiama to the 
extreme north west and Idema to the east of the 
Nembe metropolis.

Elem Kalahari was situated to the east of Nembe in 
the largest region of all the four Delta States. It 
became an ideal area not only for economic growth 
but also for internal trade. Situated not far from the 
mouth of one of the larger and more navigable Delta 
estuaries, Elem Kalahari had a large hinterland to the 
west, north and south. In the seventeenth century it 
became the most urbanized of the city-states and 
traders from the outlying villages flooded Elem Kal
ahari. In the early sixteenth century it had ca. 2,000 
inhabitants living in 309 houses, and thus equalled 
Bonny in size and population (Anene [1966] 42-3). 
Elem Kalahari covered an area of three square kilo
metres and was slightly bigger than Nembe. There 
were scattered fishing villages all around; and - as in 
the other city-states - the population grew steadily in 
step with the growth of trade.

Competitive trade, wealth and military power 
became obvious both in Bonny and Elem Kalahari. 
The latter began to exercise control over the sur
rounding towns and villages within what is called the 
“Kalahari region”. Tombía and Old Ifoko, which hith
erto had their settlements close to Bonny, moved close 
to Elem Kalahari in the late eighteenth century. They 
could no longer withstand the pressure from Bonny. 
The ancient Kalahari town of Ke at the entrance of the 
Rio Real was brought under Elem Kalahari. The 
activities of Agbaniye Ejika, a famous ruler of the 
Kalahari town of Bile, resulted in widespread dis
persal of people settling in the Kalahari region which, 
again, affected immigration within the Nembe region 
into the Nembe metropolis and its outskirts. Elem 
Kalahari gathered those scattered by the Bile ruler. 
Before the end of the city-state period in the nine
teenth century, Elem Kalahari came to rule over thirty 
towns and villages. Her expansion incorporated 
peoples of Bakana, Bukuma Obonoma, Udekema 
[Degema] and many others who spoke a dialect 
between Engenni and Abua. The Ido group brought 
under her domination had initially been settled at 
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Andoni east of Bonny, but were driven into the 
Kalahari region because of attacks from Bonny.7

Bonny, which later became the most powerful of 
the city-states, was called the grand because it was sit
uated on a big island. According to the Portuguese 
Captain Pereira, the population was around 2,000 
(Anene [1966] 27). The city grew up around the 
northern tip of the island and possessed a large terri
tory towards the Atlantic coast and towards the island 
of Finima across the sea. Bonny was narrow towards 
the north, bulging at the middle and spread like a 
bird’s tail towards the south. East of the city, across 
the estuary, were some scattered islands towards Elem 
Kalahari. This became the natural area of Bonny’s 
expansion. Here again were the scattered plantations, 
especially of plantain and banana, as well as fishing 
ports. Bonny is wedged in between Elem Kalahari to 
the west, Okrika to her immediate north and the 
Andoni to her east. Consequently, territorial expan
sion was blocked. As in Elem Kalahari, there were 
over 300 houses in the early sixteenth century, 
according to the account of the Portuguese captain 
Pereira; by contrast with Elem Kalahari, Bonny could 
not expand because of her location, and Bonny’s 
attempt to subdue the Andoni failed. To the south was 
the Atlantic Ocean. Nevertheless, the urban population 
of Bonny increased because of her location and the 
trading opportunities it offered. Before the end of the 
city-state period she had been flooded by an influx of 
slaves of various origins, especially the Igbos settled 
north and west of Bonny. The effect of this was that 
Bonny became bilingual — both Ijo- and lgbo- 
speaking. In the nineteenth century Jaja and several 
chiefs left with their followers to establish themselves 
at nearby Opobo to the east of the Andoni, and 
thereby decreased the population of the city-state 
(Anene [1966] 27).

To the immediate north of Bonny was the city-state 
of Okrika, very much like Bonny, with a territory con
sisting of pockets of small islands. Okrika city is at the 
northern-most tip of this flat spread of islands. 
Ogoloma is on the south of Okrika city, side by side. 
Expansion was towards the south as the Ogoni were 
settled at the immediate north of Okrika as well as the 
Ikwerres, both of whom had relations with Okrika. 
There was a third settlement of Okopiri on the main
land. In the early sixteenth century Okrika was 
described by Captain Pereira as a “district near 
Bonny”. Its population was definitely smaller than 
those of Bonny and Elem Kalahari, probably between 
900 and 1,000, and definitely less than 2,000. Like 
Bonny, Okrika’s outward expansion was limited. Sur

rounded by such powerful neighbours as Elem Kal
ahari and Bonny to her west and south respectively, 
and by hostile neighbours like the Ogoni and Ikwerre 
to the north and north-east, Okrika depended on the 
small villages and fishing ports around her for planta
tions, and on the area of Abulama for actual expansion. 
The latter, the Abulama people, had hitherto settled at 
Borikiri at the southern end of Port Harcourt and Ikw
erre land and they supplied the Okrika with foodstuffs 
like yam and cocoyam. She was persuaded to move 
into the Okrika area and is today part of the Okrika 
ethnic group. Okrika’s population grew at a faster 
pace than that of Bonny, her more powerful neigh
bour, although Okrika island in the city-state period 
was less than three square kilometres.

The Lay-out of the City-states8
Each city had a main road (Opu-etela in the Ijo lan
guage) which cut across the length of the city-state, 
and in this respect it conformed to the physical lay-out 
of a typical Ijo village or town. The road usually 
started at the waterside (Owusara). Each city-state 
had a market square to the left or right (or both) of the 
main road so that the market itself was strategically 
situated and easily accessible. The market was just an 
open square and, except for a few stalls here and 
there made with bamboo sticks and thatch, most of the 
space was unbuilt. People did not invest in building 
permanent structures in the markets. Because of 
heavy rains which could wipe out structures, those 
who did build used inexpensive materials. Markets 
started in the morning and were closed between ca. 2 
pm and early evening. All Ijo towns had night mar
kets; and women used paraffin lamps to illuminate the 
market place.

The King’s [Amanayabo] palace was always built 
close to the city’s centre and away from the square. 
The market square area became the heart of each city- 
state. Even today, all social activities, including the 
popular assembly in times of national crisis or general 
meetings, take place in the open square in Bonny, 
Okrika and Nembe. Today Elem Kalahari is divided 
into the three main towns of Buguma, Abonnema and 
Bakana, but the same pattern is followed in each of 
these towns. The Amayanabo’s palace is in Buguma, 
not far from Buguma’s main square which is also the 
market.

In each city pathways on both sides led from the 
main road to the various compounds of the lineages. A 
lineage was made up of several wards. There was an 
ancestral shrine (Igbu) at the centre of each lineage 
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quarter - this was how Benin city/kingdom was or
ganized. In front of the shrine was an open space 
where lineage meetings were held. The shrines were 
built of burnt clay or an acacia-type of wood and were 
lower in height than the dwellings. The roof was 
thatched. The shrines housed the religious objects 
usually associated with the founder of each lineage. 
Each lineage had specially initiated persons who func
tioned as mediators between the dead ancestors and 
their living descendants. The ancestors were not 
directly worshipped but appealed to or invoked espe
cially if the lineage was threatened. The national deity 
in each of the city-states was equally housed in a sim
ilar building close to the city centre.

The people built their houses in each lineage/ 
quarter in a semi-circular pattern around an open 
space where the shrine was situated. Materials for 
houses in the early period were burnt clay and thatch, 
easily obtainable in the Niger Delta. Others used an 
acacia-type of wooden sticks gummed together with 
clay. This type of wood could withstand decay in the 
tropics. The typical Ijo house had a large room for the 
family and the bedrooms were off this large room. 
The toilet facilities were always built outside the 
homes, usually at the water front. Men and women 
had separate bathing places at the back or side of the 
house. The floor of the homes were plastered with 
burnt clay overlaid with mats made with raffia and 
such other materials, and merchants began to use cor
rugated sheets for roofing. Brick houses came late in 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. By the 
latter date two-storey buildings began to be erected 
for the colonial administrators as well as the houses of 
the Amanayabos and the wealthy merchants.

The tombstones in the city-states make very inter
esting reading, especially in the city-states of Nembe, 
Bonny and Okrika which still retain their old sites. 
Elem Kalahari moved away from its old site to found 
three big towns instead. In the early period the prac
tice was to bury the chiefs in large canoes covered 
with another canoe. Since this took up a lot of place, 
burial began to take place in a specific room of a 
chief’s house. The third stage was when they began to 
bury important citizens in front of their houses and to 
place a tombstone over the grave. The tombstone of 
King George Pepple the First, for example, is centrally 
located in Bonny. Therefore, in these three city-states 
tombstones are placed all over the city. Elem Kalahari 
carried the practice to its new sites but not quite on the 
same scale. In Buguma, the new capital and the seat of 
the king, the chiefs have their own burial island sepa
rated from the burial site of the commoners. Both 

islands are off the shore of Buguma. A visitor to these 
sites of Niger Delta city-states finds an amazing array 
of shrines and tombstones.

7. The End of the City-States
The wealth of the coastal city-states of the Niger Delta 
depended on internal trade coupled with the European 
trade; and the demise of the city-states began with the 
British abolition of the slave trade in 1807. This ush
ered in a gradual loss of independence. What was now 
encouraged by the British government was the legiti
mate trade especially in palm oil. Those who kept up 
the slave trade moved westwards, away from the Rio 
Real and River Bonny area to the Brass River which 
hitherto had been of no importance for the European 
traders. Both the European slave traders as well as 
their Nembe associates had to avoid the British 
squadrons which patrolled the coast. The character of 
British activities along the coast had changed and 
measures were taken to terminate the slave trade. 
Squadrons patrolled the Niger Delta coast using 
Spanish Fernando Po as a naval base for the punitive 
expeditions (Anene [1966] 46). In 1839 a treaty was 
signed with Bonny (Anene [1966] 166-72).

A change of British policy towards the city-states 
occurred with the appointment of John Beecroft in 
June 1849 as the British Consul for affairs of the 
coast. British authority was thereby established on the 
coast. None of the states, small as they were, could 
withstand the might of Britain. The weakness of the 
House system also became apparent. Its strength 
depended on its wealth and its cohesion, composed as 
it was of chiefs, freemen and slaves. In a society pre
occupied with trade, even the king had to compete 
with the House chiefs and acquire wealth in order to 
continue to command the respect due to him. The 
crisis erupted in Bonny. William Dappa Pepple the 
Fourth ascended the throne in 1837. The two leaders 
of the rival Houses of Manilla Pepple and Annie 
Pepple surpassed the royal House in wealth; and 
central authority was weakened by the activities of 
these wealthy men of the opposition. Also British 
“Courts of Equity” were established but the white 
supercargoes occupied the chair in a monthly rotation. 
In 1854 Beecroft deported the King of Bonny and 
installed a puppet successor. In 1855 the puppet King 
died and Bonny was left with no indigenous ruler. A 
regent was imposed (Anene [1966] 166-72). British 
consular authority rapidly superseded indigenous 
authority. The new king, George Pepple, reigned from 
1866 to 1888, but he could hardly exercise any
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authority over his powerful subjects. The de facto 
rulers of Bonny were the ex-slaves Jaja and Oko 
Jumbo. Civil war broke out in Bonny in 1869. Jaja 
moved out with his loyal followers and established 
himself in a new but strategically located settlement 
of Opobo. From here he could control the hinterland 
markets, which traditionally had been under Bonny’s 
control. By their support of the powerful chiefs the 
British stripped the monarchy of its powers and 
Bonny never recovered.

The situation at Elem Kalahari was similar to that 
of Bonny. Politically the city-state continued until 
1879. The king had forbidden the acceptance of the 
“Trust system” which the British supercargoes had 
exploited with devastating consequences in Bonny 
and old Calabar. The King’s command of the chiefs 
was an additional irritation to the British. In all the 
Niger Delta States the competitiveness associated 
with the House system entailed political instability. At 
Elem Kalahari, Will Braide of the Barboy House 
became extremely prosperous and was consequently 
seen as a threat to the king, whose desire to cut him 
down to size resulted in Braide evacuating his House 
in order to occupy a new site, now called Bakana. 
Unlike Jaja in Bonny, he did not cause a civil war but 
nonetheless Elem Kalahari kingdom was split. 
Another group of chiefs led by Bob Manuel moved 
away to the present site of Abonnema. The King and 
the remaining chiefs finally left with the Akaso 
(national goddess) shrine to establish themselves in 
Buguma, which became the new capital/headquarters 
of the Kalahari people. An undeclared guerilla war 
among the Kalahari necessitated the intervention of 
the British Consul, Hopkins, as trade was interrupted 
and canoes and goods constantly seized by the 
feuding chiefs. Hopkins invited the warring chiefs on 
board a warship and asked Jaja of Opobo, the king of 
Okrika and some Bonny chiefs to act as arbitrators. As 
a result was signed “A perpetual treaty of peace” 
between chief Will Braide, the Head of the Barboy 
House, and the king and chiefs of Kalahari.

In the period leading up to the Berlin West African 
Conference (1884-5) the British were eager to sign 
treaties with the coastal peoples and proclaimed the 
Oil Rivers Protectorate over the Niger Delta Coast. 
After 1884 Nembe was included in the area over 
which the British government proclaimed a formal 
protectorate. The Nembe rulers initially refused to 
sign a treaty with the British which would limit their 
domination of their own traditional hinterland mar
kets. The Nembe area now controlled the palm oil 
trade. The ambition of the consular authority was to 

control the hinterland markets and break the power of 
the Niger Delta middlemen. This brought them into 
collision with Bonny, Elem Kalahari and Okrika as 
well. Consul Hewett’s ambition to extend the bound
aries of the protectorate took him to Okrika which, not 
being on the coast directly, was an entrepôt for the 
palm oil produce from the hinterland. In July 1888 
Hewitt signed a treaty of protection with the king of 
Okrika to safeguard the trade of Bonny as Okrika lies 
north of Bonny. His attempt to subdue the King of 
Okrika failed but nevertheless demonstrated that the 
independence of the city-states had declined. They 
had all come under consular jurisdiction of the Bri
tish.

By the establishment of the Royal Niger Company 
the situation deteriorated progressively. The Nembe 
put up a fight to control their hinterland markets. 
From its headquarters at Akassa, south-west of 
Nembe, the Royal Niger Company did everything in 
its power to monopolize the trade of the region. One 
of its methods was to introduce fixed prices in order to 
eliminate the Delta middlemen. In January 1895 
Akassa was raided and attacked by the Nembe and, in 
retaliation, the Nembe were attacked and the town and 
villages were reduced by the agents of the company. 
The Nembe seaport of Brass/Twon was burnt down. 
Even after its capture the Nembe people kept up their 
resistance in an attempt to prevent the Royal Niger 
Company from dominating the hinterland and monop
olising the trade. Hundreds of Nembe were killed and 
hundreds others fell victims to an outbreak of smallpox.

In 1895 the Niger Coast Protectorate was divided 
into three administrative districts: an eastern, a central 
and a western. The central zone consisted of Opobo, 
Bonny, Kalahari and Nembe/Brass. Each district was 
to be under a secular officer, assisted by a district 
commissioner and an assistant district commissioner. 
The new pattern of administration involved the elimin
ation of the separate identity of the traditional Niger 
Delta States. This decision by the British became the 
first step towards an amalgamation of the many 
groups in the region and the beginning of a new terri
torially based political unit called Southern Nigeria. 
In 1896 the new administrator, Ralph Moor, had the 
King of Okrika and the priest of the Okrika national 
god deported to Degema in the Kalahari region. Many 
houses were burnt down and a fine of fifty pounds 
sterling was imposed on Okrika to pay for the services 
of the troops. A “native” council was set up from 
which the King of Okrika was excluded. Each Okrika 
chief selected to be in the council was given a “war
rant” of membership. The British policy was to form 
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“Native” councils of obedient chiefs. The King of 
Kalahari was also removed from the Native council 
set up there because the kind of independent leader
ship he exercised among his chiefs within the council 
was inconvenient for the British.

In 1899 the British Foreign Office transferred the 
control of the protectorate to the Colonial Office and 
the charter of the Royal Niger Company was abro
gated. Thus the twentieth century was opened with the 
Colonial Office consolidating its rule not only over 
the Niger Delta but throughout Southern Nigeria. The 
city-states had lost their independence. They were to 
function as local administrative units but were 
deprived of their self-government. Their history was 
now part of the colonial history of a larger unit, 
Southern Nigeria, and after 1914 part of Nigerian his
tory. Their power and existence as states collapsed 
with the collapse of their role as middlemen between 
the British traders and the hinterland markets.

Conclusion
From their dispersed central Delta Ijo areas the 
Nembe, Elem Kalahari, Okrika and Bonny/Ibani 
migrated into an environment which enabled them to 
develop from fish and salt-boiling communities into 
centralized city-states comparable to the ancient 
Greek poleis and other historic city-state cultures. The 
changes they underwent were profound. They devel
oped institutions and invented social structures which, 
to a large extent, were different from those of the cen
tral and western Ijo peoples. In these two regions set
tlement in villages and a decentralized political struc
ture persisted unchanged and limited the opportunity 
for growth. Among the city-states, on the other hand, 
opportunities abounded for the growth and develop
ment of both the state and the individual. Trade 
became the most important economic activity and was 
constantly expanding. The changes, which gradually 
became visible as the trade intensified, resulted in the 
immigration of more people into the region. The 
process was further accelerated by the external Euro
pean trade and culminated in the trans-Atlantic trade 
in slaves. European goods flooded the region and the 
markets of the inland as well as the hinterland. Cen
tralization became a necessity to cope with the 
demands of trade. The village president or leader did 
not have the necessary skill and position to handle the 
transformation of society which resulted from the 
enhanced importance of trade. Kingship - an institu
tion known from other parts of the region - was the 
accepted and logical response. Furthermore, the 

House system was developed and became more 
dynamic than the typical lineage system of the 
average Ijo community. Alongside this development 
was the formation of associations that dealt with 
issues resulting from the rise of the city-state. Slaves 
must be assimilated and acculturated to be integrated 
into society. A city-state like Bonny, which paid little 
attention to such an integration, paid dearly when her 
language was lost. Elem Kalahari, on the other hand, 
became a typical example of a city-state which was 
able to tame the effects of the slave trade and 
remained “truly Kalahari”.

The openness of the society in each of these states 
was an incentive for individuals, slaves as well as 
free-born, to rise on the socio-economic ladder. Polit
ical power could be acquired as they became chiefs. 
New Houses could be established as wealth, intelli
gence and integrity replace birth, as the criteria for 
political power and becoming a House leader with a 
following.

The Amanyanabo (King) was respected more 
because he represented the state vis à vis the Euro
peans. His position was enhanced because he obtained 
an additional stipend paid by the European traders. He 
thereby had the opportunity to be more wealthy than 
the leaders of the Houses.

The national deities were cultivated and “wor
shipped” because of the qualities and characteristics 
each society expected from them. Conflicts and wars 
took place intermittently but not to the extent of dis
rupting trade, which had become the driving force in 
the formation and administration of these city-states.

Notes
1. Dr. Kingta Irene Princewill lectures on European history at the 

University of Ibadan. Her Ph.D. Thesis is on the Fante and the 
European Trade on the old Gold Coast in the second half of the 
18th century. She has done some work on the Ijo people, being a 
Kalahari and a direct descendant of King Amachree the 1st of 
Kalahari.

2. Prof. E. J. Alagoa the oral historian from Nembe has made exten
sive study of the entire Ijo nation group of Nigeria. His contribu
tion to the historiography of the Ijo people is unequalled. 
Together with the late Chief Fombo, the custodian of Bonny his
tory, A Chronicle of Grand Bonny was written on the early his
tory of the Ibani people.

3. Barbot (1732) 462. This work contains James Barbot’s “Abstract 
of a Voyage to New Calabar River or Rio Real in 1699”. John 
Barbot himself made his Voyages in 1678 and 1682.

4. Barbot (1732) 462; Jones (1963) 397 cites “Memoirs of the late 
Captain Crow” for King Opubo’s accession (London and Liver
pool [1830] 43).

5. Comey is the commission which the European traders paid the 
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Delta rulers for allowing them to trade on their coast. Comey was 
paid by each ship on each trip to the coast.

6. G.T.H. Kimble’s translation of: Esmeraldo de Situ Orbis, by 
Duarte Pacheco Pereira (London 1937). At p. 132 the date of 
compilation is set at 1508.

7. Oral history of the various sub-Ijo groups.
8. Anene (1966) 32-3.
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The City-States of the Maya

Nikolai Grube

(Respondent: Peter Mathews)

The Maya are a unique case for a city-state culture in 
a tropical lowland environment. Maya states flour
ished in an area corresponding to the territory of 
present day southern Mexico (Chiapas, Tabasco, 
Campeche, Yucatan and Quintana Roo), Belize, 
northern Guatemala (Peten) and a small area of 
eastern Honduras. In contrast to most of the city-states 
discussed and compared in this symposium, many 
facets of Maya states are still unknown and contro
versial. The systematic study of Maya states has 
begun only recently as a result of the decipherment of 
Maya hieroglyphic writing and in-depth settlement 
studies in the rural areas around and between the 
urban centers. The present paper attempts to sum
marize what we know about Maya states and what we 
still do not know, and especially how archaeologists 
and specialists of Maya writing use their data to 
develop more sophisticated models of the political 
geography of the Maya lowlands. The basic outlines 
of the picture I am going to draw most probably will 
not change, but much of the detail will be revised.

Classic Maya culture, characterized by a multitude 
of cities with monumental architecture, hieroglyphic 
writing and a complex hierarchy of settlement, flour
ished between 250 A.D. and 900 A.D. For a long time, 
the Classic period has been seen as an isolated phe
nomenon without a long preceding development. 
Recent excavations and discoveries have brought to 
light evidence for the existence of enormous cities 
with monumental architecture, and hence for complex 
administrative structures, as early as the 6th century 
B.C. Unfortunately, our knowledge about the growth 
and organization of late Preclassic cities such as 
Nakbe, El Mirador, Cerros and Uaxactun is severely 
handicapped due to the scarcity, if not complete 
absence, of written texts from this period. Even though 
Maya hieroglyphic writing, our principal source for 
the investigation of the Maya states, probably was 
developed already centuries before the start of the 
Classic period, it is not before the third century A.D. 

that dated hieroglyphic inscriptions are widely used 
for recording the history and personal biographies of 
Maya kings.

The institution of statehood was in no way limited 
to the Classic period. Even though the majority of the 
city-states disappeared after what is known as the 
Classic Maya collapse in the 9th century, a few states 
on the periphery of the lowland Maya area survived, 
and other states and cities were newly founded and 
flourished in the Postclassic period on the Yucatan 
peninsula, the highlands of Guatemala and the central 
lowlands of northern Guatemala until the arrival of 
the Spaniards in the 16th century. The states of the Itza 
Maya resisted all attempts at conquest until 1697. The 
Postclassic states are almost as unknown as their Pre
classic precursors because the tradition of monu
mental hieroglyphic inscriptions was discontinued. 
The principal media for recording writing in the Post
classic seems to have been barkpaper books, of which 
only four survived decay and the Spanish destruction. 
Because of the scarcity of written documents, I will 
focus on the city-states of the Classic period lowlands 
and touch on the Middle and Late Postclassic states of 
ca. 1100-1550 A.D. only briefly.

The Identification of Maya States
Approaches to the reconstruction of Maya political 
organization have been drawn from a variety of 
sources: archaeological data, the hieroglyphic record, 
ethnohistorical analogies, and external models applied 
from anthropological theory. In nearly all a recurrent 
division in thinking can be noted: one favors a large- 
scale view of multi-center polities that can be char
acterized as a “regional state” model; the other 
conversely sees polities of limited size, a population 
center surrounded by its immediate sustaining area, 
often termed a “city-state” model.

Early researchers, though hardly explicit in their 
interpretation of Maya socio-political structure,
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Figure 1 : Map of the 
Maya area (drawing 
by U. Lohoff-Erlen- 
bach after a draft by 
the author).

alluded either to the idea of small city-states that were 
variously compared to Greek poleis and the states of 
Renaissance Italy (Morley [1946] 50; Thompson 
[1950] 7; [1954] 81) or larger regional groupings 
often called “Empire” (Morley [1947] 160). The first 
empirical attempt to derive political implications from 
material remains can largely be attributed to William 
R. Bullard Jr. (1960). His localized analysis of settle
ment distribution in the northeast Peten produced a 
size-based hierarchy of sites and probable territories 
under their administration. Formal geographical 
modeling, derived from central-place theory 
(Christaller [1933]; Haggert [1965]), was introduced 
by Kent Flannery to reconstruct the site hierarchy of a 
single polity, Calakmul (1972); while in Norman 
Hammond’s study of Lubaantun environmental 

factors were used to assess a polity’s resource base 
and thus to reconstruct its total “realm” (1972, 1975). 
Hammond later used a similar approach to cover 
much of the Maya lowlands, introducing Thiessen 
polygons as a schematic way with which to express 
potential polity boundaries and territories controlled 
by major centers (1974). His definition of a “major 
center”, and hence a polity capital, was a general 
judgement based on building mass and typology and, 
like Bullard before him, his study did not (while 
noting the issue) address the great disparity in size 
between such centers.

This last point was taken up by Richard E. W. 
Adams, who, together with several collaborators, as
sessed the construction mass and typological make-up 
of a great many sites in an attempt to produce an 
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objective method for their rank-ordering (Adams & 
Jones [1981]; Turner, Turner & Adams [1981]). His 
work proposed a hierarchy of four tiers and a map of 
the Maya area that delimited eight regional states: 
Tikal, Calakmul, Palenque, Copán, Yaxchilan, Río 
Bec, Cobá, and “Puuc-Chenes”.

The celebrated discovery of historicism in the 
inscriptions, heralded in the work of Heinrich Berlin 
(1958) and Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1960), led to the 
collapse of the old view of Maya civilization as a 
theocracy guided by a priestly elite without interest in 
politics. Now it became clear that Maya states were 
headed by divine rulers (k’ ul ahaw) who succeded to 
their office through patrilineal descent. These rulers 
used written texts to record their deeds and to legit
imize their rule through divine sanction. In this new 
environment of dynastic succession and endemic 
“raiding”, political organization became one of the 
main concerns of research for the first time.

Heinrich Berlin noted that a particular class of 
hieroglyphs - linked by a common formula - had ver
sions specific to each of the major sites. He called 
these compounds “Emblem Glyphs” and speculated 
that they referred to ruling lineages, patron deities or 
even named the centers themselves. His article attrib
uted eight Emblems, while almost forty can now be 
recognized.

The first person to make real use of the Emblem 
Glyph, and so to approach the topic from an epi
graphic viewpoint, was Thomas Barthel (1968a, 
1968b). Following one of Berlin’s observations, he 
examined a text on the Copan monument Stela A 
naming four Emblem Glyphs in succession: those of 
Copan, Tikal, Palenque and Calakmul; each one is 
associated with the number “four”, a “sky” glyph and 
a sign for one of the four cardinal directions. Barthel 
interpreted this as a reference to a conceptual political 
universe aligned on the four cardinal points. Strong 
analogies for this kind of arrangement can be found in 
Maya ethnography and ethnohistory, where this four
way division of space is a fundamental and pervasive 
idea.

These ideas were taken up by Joyce Marcus (1973, 
1976, 1983), who combined them with central-place 
analysis and an interpretation of wider Emblem Glyph 
distribution to propose a ranking between a large 
number of lowland centers. In her model the four 
“primary centers” cited at Copan headed large reg
ional states whose domains incorporated strata of 
secondary, tertiary and quaternary sites (adding to 
Barthel’s schema two shifting “confederacies”, 
those of Yaxchilan and the “Petexbatún”). More 

recently, Marcus has revised the model to include 
a more dynamic quality and has argued from an ethno- 
historical perspective that the cyclical unification and 
fragmentation of polities in Postclassic northern 
lowlands provides a close parallel for the Classic 
period (1993, 1998).

The decipherment of the key ahaw “lord, ruler” ele
ment of Emblem Glyphs (Lounsbury [1973]) allowed 
Peter Mathews to identify such compounds as the per
sonal titles of Maya kings (Mathews & Justeson 
[1984] 216; Mathews [1985] 32). His analysis demon
strated that Emblems refer to the sovereignty of a 
ruler over a particular center or territory, and that the 
title does not in itself make any differentiation in rank 
between the various office-holders. Based on this 
interpretation and the spatial distribution of Emblem 
Glyphs, he produced his own reconstruction of the 
layout of Classic Maya polities in which, by the Late 
Classic (A.D. 600-900), the southern lowlands were 
politically divided into some thirty or more inde
pendent states (Mathews [1985], [1988], [1991]). 
With each ruler claiming the same title of “divine 
king”, it became clear that Maya polities were struc
turally autonomous, with no sign that their basic com
position altered in any fundamental way from their 
inception to dissolution (Mathews [1991] 29).

This more dispersed scenario was very much in line 
with theoretical approaches gaining ground among 
archaeologists (e.g. Sanders [1981]) and accorded 
closely with the descriptive models of “peer-polity 
interaction” developed by Renfrew ([1982]; Renfrew 
& Cherry [1986]) after Price (1977) and Wesson’s 
“state system” (1978) (Freidel [1986]; Sabloff [1986]; 
Hammond [1991]). Both describe culturally homo
geneous landscapes made up of densely clustered, 
autonomous polities, in which none achieves a 
measure of dominance.

More recently these have been joined by a number 
of related and highly influential analytical models: the 
“segmentary state” of Southall (1956) and Fox 
(1977), “theater state” of Geertz (1980), and “galactic 
polity” of Tambiah (1976, 1977) (Carmack [1981]; 
Hammond [1991]; Demarest [1992]). These “weak 
state” constructs (Houston [1992a]) have provided 
comparative frameworks for the decentralized, small 
polity view that has emerged as a wide consensus both 
of archaeologists (Fox [1987]; Sanders & Webster 
[1988]; de Montmollin [1989]; Ball & Taschek 
[1991]; Ball [1993]) and epigraphers (Houston 
[1992a], [1992b], [1993]; Stuart [1993]). Broadly 
speaking, these authors characterize Maya states as 
fragile structures with weak control over people and 
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territory, centered on the rule of charismatic kings 
who use personal ties, rather than a formal bureau
cracy, to exercise their authority.

Yet, all reconstructions of the political system of 
the Maya have always failed to explain why some 
cities are vastly larger than others. Were such dis
parate units really equals? The idea that central 
authority within larger kingdoms was ineffectual is 
undermined by the scale of their public works - mas
sive pyramids, defensive earthworks miles in length, 
and great networks of internal roadways - which 
would have required centralized planning and the con
trol of substantial manpower (Folan et al [1983]; Fo
lan [1985]; Culbert [1988], [1991]; Chase, Chase & 
Haviland [1990]; Chase & Chase [1992]).

The most compelling explanation for the difference 
in size comes from the recent discovery of a higher 
order of political organization beyond the level of the 
individual state (Martin & Grube [1994], [1995]; 
Martin [1996]; Grube [1996]; Grube & Martin 
[1998]). Epigraphic information for political subordi
nation and the existence of political confederations in 
the Maya lowlands has been studied only recently. 
Hieroglyphs have been found which define a domi
nant-subordinate relationship between kings of dif
ferent states, where the highest rank of ahaw (“lord, 
ruler”) comes into play. By adding the possessive 
prefix y-, ahaw becomes y-ahaw, “the lord of’, or in 
effect “his vassal”. Further evidence for the hierarchy 
between states is found in passages recording the 
accession of kings. Some of these statements contain 
a secondary phrase giving the name and emblem of a 
foreign ruler. This phrase is introduced by a verb 
clause that epigraphers now translate as u kabhiy, “it 
was done by him”.

If we combine the appearance of the y-ahaw and u- 
kabhiy phrases with Classic period texts documenting 
other forms of interaction between states, such as 
royal visits, gift-giving, joint ritual activity, and mar
riage, we find the hierarchical contacts are part of 
relationships spanning several generations. Some 
kingdoms are consistently more dominant than others 
and seem to be manipulating the affairs of weaker 
ones. This analysis is supported by inscriptions des
cribing conflicts. Wars are only rarely recorded be
tween states that usually share political ties, and polit
ically allied kingdoms tend to share the same adver
saries. Together, such patterns suggest that there were 
groupings of states during the Late Classic period 
headed by the most powerful states such as Calakmul 
and Tikal, characterized by their size and the richness 
of their architecture.

The new picture that emerges is that of a few pow
erful kingdoms that held lesser ones in their sway. 
Conquests made by the dominant states were not con
solidated by military occupation or centrally adminis
tered. Local lords were usually restored to their of
fices and allowed to rule their states without further 
hindrance. Thus, the state, or the city-state remained 
the principal unit of lowland Maya politics. Large 
states came to dominate the weak, but at no time in 
Maya history was a real empire with unified territories 
consolidated. City-states usually preserved a large 
degree of autonomy even when they became vassals 
or allies of other centers. This scenario should not 
bother us since it is very similar to classical Greece, 
where small, fiercely individualistic states engaged in 
a long and inconclusive struggle for dominance of 
their cultural realm (Hansen, supra 141-87). Most 
importantly for us, this was no peer polity landscape, 
but one dominated by the hegemonic states - Athens, 
Sparta and Thebes - which headed wider groupings 
not of allies, but of subject-allies, subordinated 
polities which had become their political dependents.

The Territory of Maya City-States
The city-state model as initially developed by Ma
thews (1985, 1988, 1991) is based on the hypothesis 
that all centers with their own Emblem Glyph and the 
presence of a divine king represent capitals of city- 
states. This produces a map of approximately 30 units 
in the lowlands during the Late Classic period. Ap
plying geographical models of ideal boundaries such 
as Thiessen polygons to these capitals, a hypothetical 
map of lowland Maya city-states has been recon
structed (Mathews [1991]). This reconstruction has 
many drawbacks, however, as has been pointed out by 
Joyce Marcus (1993), as it is only appropriate for 
egalitarian societies where all polities are of equal size 
and power. In the Maya case, however, size differ
ences are obvious and are accompanied by widely 
varying numbers of inscribed public monuments, and 
even more important, with notable differences of 
political power. Politically less important states are 
not mentioned as often in the written record of other 
polities as influential states. Marcus noted that, 
ignoring the inscriptional evidence and applying 
Thiessen polygons only, Tikal which certainly ranks 
as one of the largest Maya cities receives an absurdly 
tiny area (Marcus [1989] 38).

The investigation of the size of ancient Maya poli
ties is handicapped by the absence of identifiable 
boundaries, be they natural features or man-made
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Figure 2. The capitals of 
Maya city-states in the 
southern lowlands in 
approximately A.D. 750 
(drawing by U. Lohoff- 
Erlenbach after a draft 
by the author).

demarcations. Even where archaeologists have found 
evidence of limits of settlement areas around centers, 
it is not at all obvious whether these correlate with 
political boundaries. The relationship between the 
change of settlement patterns and density, on the one 
hand, and political boundaries on the other has not 
yet been a major research issue, probably because it 
would involve survey programs that go beyond the 
logistic capacities even of more ambitious archaeo
logical projects. Even where extensive mapping has 
taken place and has gone far into the hinterland (Tikal, 
Copan, Caracol, Seibal, La Milpa, Körnchen, Sayil), 
the actual limits of states have not been identified with 
any degree of certainty (Tourtellot [1993]).

Tikal is a good example of a carefully mapped and 

surveyed center where certain settlement limits have 
been defined but the question of political boundaries 
has not been settled. Tikal is one of the few lowland 
Maya sites for which we can speak of settlement 
limits determined by archaeological evidence (Pule- 
ston & Callender [1983]). Structure density drops off 
sharply a few kms from the site center. On the east and 
west the decline correlates with the start of large bajos 
(seasonally flooded swamps) but the fall in density to 
north and south occurs in areas where high ground 
was still available for habitation. Here, defensive 
earthworks seem to mark a border (Puleston & Cal
lender [1983]). The area thus defined by most archae
ologists as the “site of Tikal” consists of 120 km2. One 
of the principal questions that still remain and have 
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not yet been discussed satisfactorily is whether this is 
the area of the Tikal state, or whether the true limits of 
the state are much wider. Indeed, small centers, of 
which a few display inscriptions recording members 
of the Tikal royal dynasty, are located outside these 
confines, such as Jimbal, El Encanto, Corozal, 
Uolantun, El Zapote, Ixlu and Sakpeten (Puleston & 
Callender [1983]; Jones & Orrego [1987]; Martin 
[1998]; Rice, Rice & Pugh [1998]). These secondary 
centers all have in common that they mention the k’ul 
ahaw of Tikal as their patron, while at the same time 
their own lord is not of equal rank. This suggests that 
these centers, all about 30 km from Tikal, were at 
some time in history not only within the area con- 
troled by the Tikal king but were actually part of a 
Tikal state.

Mathews’ ([1991] 21) calculation of an average 
area of 2,500 km2 for the territory of an ancient Maya 
state is based on the assumption of largely equalsized 
polities. Differences in size of the sites that were the 
capitals of these states are obvious, however. Dos 
Pilas, with its 492 mapped structures over a 3 km2 
central area (Houston [1993] 36), can hardly compete 
with Tikal (2,151 structures mapped in the central 9 
km2, Puleston & Callender [1983]) and Calakmul 
(6,250 structures mapped in 30 km2, Folan [1994]).

Unequal size is (usually, but not necessarily al
ways) mirrored by differences in political influence. A 
closer inspection of the written record speaks of hier
archies of power and large centers that held sway over 
lesser clients (Martin & Grube [1994], [1995]; Grube 
& Martin [1998]). Physical size and political clout are 
also tied to access to land, resources and manpower. 
In any case, it is important to keep in mind that even 
the most powerful states such as Tikal and Calakmul 
never expanded to become real, consolidated empires. 
Lesser states that were formerly independent retained 
a large degree of autonomy even after they had been 
integrated into the political sphere of a larger state. 
This Mesoamerican format of hegemonic rule, with a 
powerful state dominating client rulers of smaller 
kingdoms, is best documented in the Valley of Mexico 
(see Smith, infra 590-3), but also has other Mesoamer
ican analogies (Grube & Martin [1998]). Conquests 
probably had no effect at all on boundaries; the prin
cipal aim of military exploits was to establish loyal 
vassals and access to tribute.

To explain why this system might have developed 
in the Maya area we should examine a variety of 
sources revealing the Classic Maya’s concern for 
concepts of “place” and the rights of kings to govern. 
The reading of the Emblem Glyph title shows the 

rulers’ claim to a form of “divine kingship”. These 
were not competing clains to a singular authority 
since each drew his power from, and was specific to, a 
given seat or locality, better seen as a central source 
rather than a bounded and demarcated territory. The 
legitimacy of “place-specific” systems such as this 
declines over distance, restricting their territorial 
extent to the kind of modest radius we find around 
polity capitals (Renfrew [1982] 282; Freidel & Scheie 
[1983]; Hammond [1991] 273, 277; Demarest [1992]; 
Freidel, Scheie & Parker [1993] 138-172).

Historically, Maya city-states grew around the seats 
of divine kings legitimated through a long line of 
ancestors that ultimately go back to place-specific 
dynastic “founders” (Mathews [1985]; Grube [1988]; 
Scheie [1992]). These progenitor kings became, in 
due course, the focus of ancestor worship, their 
tombs and mortuary complexes dynastic shrines that 
formed the heart of place-specific legitimation 
(Sanders [1981] 359; McAnany [1995] 161). While 
the canon of patrilineal descent could on occasion be 
subverted by a usurper or schismatic faction, this 
basic conception of “polity” seems to have held true 
for the duration of the Classic, and possibly also for 
the Postclassic period.

In such an environment, political expansion 
achieved through wars of conquest, requiring the 
removal of a rival “divine” king and the imposition of 
direct control by a foreign power, would represent an 
illegitimate and, in the long-term, unworkable system 
of governance. Continued influence over a defeated, 
or otherwise subdued, polity would therefore rely on 
coopting its traditional elite. Expansionist states 
would strive not to appropriate foreign territory per
manently but to extend a client network. The ortho
doxy of divine kingship could thus be preserved, 
though now overlaid by a more pragmatic level in 
which rulers acknowledged their varying rank.

In fact, such principles and styles of organization 
are far from unfamiliar, since they were common to 
much of Postclassic Mesoamerica and extensively 
documented by sixteenth-century chroniclers (Spores 
[1965], [1993] 172; Bray [1972] 162-170; Carmack 
[1981] 141; Calnek [1982] 54, 56-58; Carrasco 
[1984], [1996]; Hodge [1984]; Hassig [1985] 93; 
[1988] 19-20; Smith [1986]; Berdan et al. [1996]). 
Polities throughout the region were consistently of 
small scale and structurally autonomous, though in 
practice such independence was rarely maintained and 
they usually fell within broader organizations and the 
orbit of more powerful states. The system of multiple 
city-states, or even micro-states in the Valley of 
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Mexico, continued to exist even after some degree of 
Aztec imperial consolidation and modification. In the 
15th century, there were 50-60 of them, averaging 
5,000-50,000 people and 80-200 km2 (Bray [1972]; 
Hodge [1984]; Berdan et al. [1996]; Smith [1996]; 
Gillespie [1998]). Although the average size of states 
in the Maya lowlands may have been considerably 
larger, it is very likely that a similar mosaic of 
unequally sized polities covered the area.

Why the Term “City-States” is Useful 
in the Maya Case
Contrary to some critiques (Marcus [1989]; Marcus & 
Feinman [1998] 9), I believe that the concept of “city- 
state” is highly appropriate and should be applied in 
analyzing ancient Maya states. Even though there 
was considerable variation in the size of their ter
ritories, their wealth and political power, even the 
largest Maya states seem small if compared to 
regional states in other parts of the world. The term 
“city-state” is especially helpful in order to shift 
attention from the discussion about whether Maya 
states were “peer polities” or “regional states” to 
emphasize the dominant role of their core, the center 
of these states. Talk of states and kingdoms tends to 
bring to mind borders and territories, but these were 
not the emic concepts in which Maya polities defined 
themselves. Much more important was the dynastic 
seat at their core, their administrative, ceremonial and 
commercial focus and the hub from which ties 
radiated outward, connecting the central court to 
lesser lordships on its periphery (Hammond [1991]; 
Martin & Grube [1994]). At the heart of Maya states 
is the divinely sanctioned royal dynasty. Divine kings 
were the ultimate authority who patronized client 
lords and claimed loyalty from all sectors of the 
society. Bonds to the king were highly personalized 
and tended to continue “posthumously” even after the 
death of the actual king, as expressions of sub
ordination to deceased kings from Copan and else
where show (Houston & Mathews [1985]).

The role of the city, the seat of the royal court, was 
so dominant that the city - or, more precisely, the 
place of the royal court - was equated with the entire 
state. Consequently, Maya states (like their central 
Mexican counterparts) were known only by the name 
of their capital. The main element of Emblem Glyphs, 
still the best indicator for the existence of a Maya 
state, is almost always indentical with the toponym of 
the capital (Stuart & Houston [1994]).

In Maya hieroglyphic inscriptions there is only lim

ited evidence for the existence of hieroglyphs pro
viding names for the territorial unit as opposed to its 
capital. The capital was the state; it was the seat and 
origin of divinely legitimized power and therefore 
provided the name for the entire unit. In those cases 
where the Emblem Glyph is distinct from the place 
name of the capital, such as at Dos Pilas, Palenque, 
Caracol and Calakmul, there are specific historical 
reasons for this variation. In most cases these capitals 
originated at other places: Dos Pilas claims power 
over Tikal and thus takes the same mutai name for its 
state; the capital of the kanul state is called oxte tun, 
but it seems that in the early Classic period the capital 
was at a different place; and finally, the capital of the 
state of Palenque (or bak, as the Maya called) moved 
to lakamha’ (the name of the site now known as 
Palenque) not before the first half of the 6th century 
(Martin & Grube [n.d.]). In general we can say, there
fore, that the name of a city-state is identical with the 
name of its major urban center.

The conceptual identity of the state with the capital, 
and more specifically with the seat of a divine king, 
manifests itself in the use of the word ahawlel for 
both. Ahawlel is the word for “kingship”, and kings 
accede to power by “seating themselves in ahawlel”. 
At the same time, colonial documents and dictionaries 
use ahawlel as a word for the territorial unit ruled by 
an ahaw (Lacadena & Ruiz [1998] 40).

Were Maya Capitals Real Cities? 
Another Look at Maya Urbanism
One of the prerequisites of city-states is the existence 
of urbanism. It does not seem to be necessary to make 
this statement since it is so obvious. However, early 
scholars who introduced the concept of “city-states” 
into Maya research often described Maya cities, 
the capitals of these states, as “vacant ceremonial cen
ters”. Sir Eric Thompson, one of the influential 
scholars of the first half of the 20th century, states, 
“What was a Maya city, and how did it function? 
First, as I have already said, it was not a city at all in 
our sense of the word, because it was a ceremonial, 
not an urban, centre, to which the people repaired for 
religious ceremonies, civic functions, and markets. 
The stone buildings were quite unsuited for per
manent habitation...” (Thompson [1954] 66). The 
particular layout of Maya “centers” and their open 
character still continues to fuel discussions about the 
nature of urbanism in the Maya area.

It is true that there is a stark contrast between the 
Maya lowlands and the civilizations of highland 
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Mexico such as Teotihuacan and the Aztec, which 
developed cities that conform more closely to our 
European understanding of urban centers with a sub
stantial resident population. Some scholars have 
asserted that the tropical lowlands would have been 
unfit for the development of cities, while the tem
perate Central Mexican highlands with fertile soils, 
hard stone and bodies of surface water permitted the 
rise of pre-industrial cities with nucleated population 
and centralized government (Erasmus [1968]; San
ders & Santley [1983]; Sanders & Webster [1988]). 
These views have been altered dramatically with the 
start of systematic settlement studies in the Maya area 
and with a more sophisticated understanding of the 
architecture in Maya cities. The mapping of Tikal and 
of other Maya cities brought into question the old 
view of the non-urban ceremonial center. About 
10,000 to 11,000 people must have lived in the 16 km2 
around the site core. Maya cities were not vacant but 
had considerable populations, even though they were 
clearly not as densely packed as most European cities. 
The open character of Maya cities - the fact that the 
population density in the cities was not markedly 
higher than in the countryside - has been taken by 
researchers such as William Sanders as an argument 
against the application of the word “city” (Sanders 
[1981]). Indeed, V. Gordon Childe in his famous 
article “The Urban Revolution” lists ten criteria for 
the city and includes a large and dense population as 
one. Arguments over Childe’s or other scholars’ 
criteria have been raised for various reasons, not only 
because it was difficult if not impossible to recognize 
certain items in the archaeological record, but also 
because it soon became clear that “...no single def
inition will apply to all its manifestations and no 
single description will cover all its transformations” 
(Mumford [1961] 3).

In recent years, anthropologists have offered new 
definitions of cities that emphasize the relatedness of 
a series of trends or processes which they exhibit, in 
order to avoid some of the objections that the trait-list 
approach generated. Regardless of demographic 
factors, the capitals of Maya states were “functionally 
urban” in nature (Adams [1977]; Adams & Culbert 
[1977]). At issue here are the number and variety of 
activities performed at a given center, not merely the 
presence of a large, dense population. The different 
variables of central places (size, social role, prestige, 
power and economic role) are all met by the capitals 
of Maya states. But even if one employs a large, dense 
and socioeconomically diverse resident population as 
a criterion to distinguish functionally urban centers 

from true cities, at least some of the capitals of Maya 
states will have to be elevated to this category. The 
city of Caracol - the area defined by the causeways 
radiating from the center - may have had a total 
population of 180,000 (Chase [1996a]). Its population 
was engaged in a variety of economic activities as can 
be shown by specific workshop areas that have been 
uncovered by archaeologists (Chase [1996b]). The 
intrasite causeways, such as those found at Caracol, 
Yaxha and Coba connect more than just ritual areas or 
elite groups and show that they must have been used 
to facilitate communication and integration of the 
urban area.

Even though it is difficult if not impossible to 
define sharp edges of settlement, Maya cities are dis
tinct from their surrounding countryside. This distinc
tion in many cases was made manifest by boundary
marking features such as the great earthworks around 
Tikal (Puleston & Callender [1967]), the defensive 
moat of Becan, the walls around Calakmul, Oxpemul, 
Ek Balam, Yaxuna and Uxmal (cf. Webster [1977]). 
Often, these features are difficult to detect because 
they are located at great distance from the core of the 
cities. We can expect to find many more of these 
demarcations in the future when large-scale settle
ment studies are carried out. Whether all the walls dis
covered so far served defensive purposes is still a 
matter of debate; it does not actually matter here 
because whatever their primary function was, they 
also served to mark a visible boundary between an 
urban center and the settlement area around it.

Other population centers within Maya states could 
have different, but intertwined functions, as is seen in 
the archaeological record in communities that are 
commodity-specific, such as the lithic production site 
of Colha (Shafer & Hester [1983]; Hester & Shafer 
[1984]), areas such as Pulltrouser Swamp (Harrison & 
Turner [1978]) likely were functioning as food pro
duction centers; still other areas, like the northern 
coast of the Yucatan peninsula, were specialized loci 
for salt procurement (Andrews [ 1983]).

Differences in size and morphology between dif
ferent Maya capital centers cannot be overempha
sized. Clearly, such sites as Tikal, Naranjo, Calakmul 
and Caracol represent true cities, dramatically dif
ferent kinds of places than for example Dos Pilas, 
Sacul and Motul de San José, which we can identify 
as capitals of Maya states, but which certainly tended 
to be closer to functionally urban centers and not to 
dense cities. These differences, among other factors, 
can account for the development of hierarchies 
between Maya states described further below.
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Figure 3. A part of the 
map of central Tikal, 
which covers in all 
16 km2 (after Carr & 
Hazard [1961]).

The question whether it is possible to determine 
how many people actually lived in a Maya city-state is 
almost impossible to answer. It is closely linked to 
determining of the precise scale of Maya states. It is 
clear from the abundance of sites of all sizes that 
Maya states were densely populated and that, from a 
comparative perspective, they would count as too 
large to be city-states. However, the calculating of 
approximate population totals presents manifold 
problems and is often not more than an educated 
guess. The Maya population is estimated on the basis 
of remains of masonry residential platforms and 
superstructures (“house mounds”) of varying size and 
elaboration (Ashmore [1981]) which are mapped and 
counted. Many problems affect the extrapolation of 
population figures, such as the existence of hidden 
structures, structures which were not used for resid
ential purposes, and of course the problem of 
chronology and contemporaneity (Pybum [1988], 
Haviland [1965], [1969], [1989]). Even more severe 

is our lack of knowledge regarding the number 
of habitants per household. Numbers are usually 
extrapolated from contemporary ethnographic 
analogies, despite great variation in the ethnographic 
record (Haviland [1969]; Tourtellot [1988]). 
However, Culbert & Rice (1990) have been able to 
present approximate density figures for a number of 
ancient Maya population centers and surrounding 
regions based on a large number of systematic survey 
projects. These figures suggest that lowland states had 
densities of over 600 people/km2 in the urban and 
semi-urban nuclei and 200 people/km2 in the rural 
areas.

Certainly the most severe obstacle to population 
estimates for Maya states is our lack of knowledge 
concerning the territory controlled by them. Only in a 
few cases can the area pertaining to a city-state be 
delimited because of the natural setting. This is the 
case of Copan, whose area is easily surveyed and 
whose population was confined to naturally bounded 
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alluvial pockets. The population of the Copan urban 
core is estimated at 5797 to 9214 and that of the entire 
Copan valley as 18,417 to 24,828 (Webster & Fréter 
[1990]). This estimate is limited to the area im
mediately around Copan. We must take into con
sideration that the actual territory under immediate 
control of the £’m/ ahaw of Copan was much larger. It 
is known that other, smaller and more distant cities 
such as Los Higos were within the realm of Copan, 
suggesting that the population figure given in many 
publications has to be revised upwards.

Tikal is another case of a city whose immediate hin
terland is limited naturally through the existence of 
bajos, or seasonally flooded swamps, and defensive 
earthworks. Behind these earthworks, mound density 
drops drastically. Tikal, so defined, covers 120 km2. 
The total population of the central 9 km2 is calculated 
as 8,300 during the Late Classic. The remaining 111 
km2 of more rural areas within the “Tikal area” may 
have had a population of 50,695, resulting in a total of 
62,000 within this area (Haviland [1969]; Puleston & 
Callender [1983]). However, the Tikal state certainly 
included other areas beyond the bajos and at some 
time may even have included the smaller neigh
bouring city of Uaxactun. Taking this size of the Tikal 
state into account, there would have been 425,000 
inhabitants in the Classic period (Culbert et al. 
[1990]). The same numbers are calculated by de 
Montmollin. His population guesstimate for a polity 
of 2,000 km2 is 400,000, with 50,000-80,000 in the 
60-100 km2 “urban core” (de Montmollin [1995] 255, 
see also Hammond [1991] 258-259). Such figures 
dwarf those of most other early city-states such as the 
Hellenic poleis, which could have population figures 
between 1,000 and 50,000 people in territories of only 
25 km2 and rarely exceeding 500 km2 (Hansen, supra 
155), or Sumerian Lagash with 80-100,000 people 
around 2400 BC.

Settlement Patterns Within City-States
As expected with city-states, Maya states are centered 
on a city which is the central place of the state, the 
seat of power, prestige and administration. Maya cap
itals are always the largest urban centres within their 
territory. Other urban settlements are second-order 
settlements. They differ from capitals principally in 
the absence of a ruling dynasty claiming divine origin. 
Capitals are characterized by monumental architec
ture and specific public, residential and administrative 
buildings. Specialized architecture provided the con
text for religious activities, public celebrations, the 

ritual bailgame, gatherings of people, places for eco
nomic exchange, for the storage of goods, palaces for 
the royal family, buildings with administrative func
tions, and residences for the various strata of the elite. 
Except for royal palaces, these features can also be 
found in secondary centers, but in smaller format.

Lower-order urban centers also can have hiero
glyphic inscriptions; where this is the case, they 
record subordination of local nobles under the domi
nance of the center. Certain specific titles are known 
which document a hierarchy of power within Maya 
states. The title sahal is used exclusively for subordi
nate figures who were rulers of small dependent sites 
within the larger polities of the lowlands (Stuart 
[1993a]; Mathews [1998]). Especially in the western 
region of the Maya lowlands, individuals carrying the 
sahal title are shown in connection with the principal 
rulers; in a few cases status differences are visually 
indicated in the smaller size of the sahals. Sahals 
acceded to their office under the auspices of the k’ul 
ahaw; in several instances the texts explicitly state 
that a certain subordinate is “the sahal of’ the ruler. 
These relationships document the highly personal 
character of affiliations, but they also permit us to 
define the rôle of small, secondary centers. Sahals are 
often engaged in warfare, suggesting that one of their 
functions was to recruit people and soldiers for war
fare among the peasants associated with their center.

Unfortunately, lower-order dependencies - al
though more numerous than primary centers - are 
underrepresented in many excavation reports and set
tlement pattern studies. Some secondary centers may 
have been economically specialized; a good case is 
probably the site of Colha, which produced flint tools 
for the Altun Ha region (Hester, Shafer & Eaton 
[1982]). Other secondary centers may have been 
located at strategically important places, such as El 
Cayo, which is situated at one of the few places along 
the Usumacinta River where canoes could anchor, or 
Quim Chi Hilan, located on an easily defendable 
peninsula in the Petexbatun lagoon.

To start at the bottom, the basic settlement unit in 
the Maya lowlands is the single house, usually a 
wooden structure covered with a thatched roof 
erected on an earthen platform. Between two and six 
houses are usually grouped together in a residential 
group around a central patio (Ashmore [1981] 49). 
Large residential groupings are typical of the Maya 
lowlands. In current thinking, these units are seen as 
the organizational nexus of agricultural production 
and are assumed to have been occupied by an 
extended family. Specialized non-residential struc-
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Figure 4. The site core of La 
Milpa, Orange Walk, Belize, 
showing topography and drainage. 
La Milpa was the capital of a 
Maya city-state in the Late Classic 
period. Drawing by Gair 
Tourtellot (after Hammond, 
Tourtellot, Everson, Thomas & 
Wolf [1999]).
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tures for craft production or storage have also been 
found within such patio groups. In some cases, a more 
elaborate structure within a group indicates the exis
tence of a leader or headman of an extended family.

Two or more patio groups may form a cluster 
(Bullard [I960]). Open space separates these clusters 
from each other. Here again, one of the groups or one 
structure is clearly more elaborate and dominant. 
Often this is a small vaulted stone structure. If these 
larger residential clusters were occupied by large kin 
groups or lineages, we assume that the lineage head 
and his extended family lived within the largest resi
dential group. A couple of these clusters may be 
arranged around a small urban center with administra
tive, ritual and residential functions. In a few cases, 
these centers have hieroglyphic inscriptions identi
fying their rulers as subsidiary lords. These local lords 
also employ the ahaw title, but in contrast to the 
supreme king residing in the capital they were never 
addressed as k’ul ahaw, or “divine lord”. Between the 
heads of extended families, the lineage heads, the 
secondary lords and finally the supreme ruler were 
networks based on kinship, but also on economic, 
political and religious connections.

Economy
The economy of Maya city-states was a complex, 
multi-layered fabric of production and exchange. It 
combined agrarian production for subsistence with 
craft production on the intrapolity level, with long
distance trade and tribute collection on the interpolity 
level. Many segments of Maya economic production 
and exchange are only poorly known. Unfortunately, 
written documents provide only rare glimpses into 
this aspect of Maya society so that our understanding 
of the Maya economy has to rest solely on archae
ological evidence, ethnoarchaeological analogies and 
comparison with the better-documented economies of 
the central Mexican highlands.

The core of Maya economy was subsistence pro
duction based on maize, beans, squash, root crops, 
fruit trees combined with hunting, fishing and occa
sional exploitation of forest products (Harrison and 
Turner [1978]; Fedick [1996]). Production took place 
close to the settlements. The organizational nexus of 
agricultural production was residential groups of two 
or more households. Increasing evidence for intensive 
agriculture such as hillside terracing and wetland 
drained fields with a productivity several times higher 
than traditional slash-and-burn agriculture implies the 
existence of planning and administration in the rural 

areas outside the urban centers (Turner & Harrison 
[1983]). Where intensive agriculture takes place, the 
labour investment in land is twice as high as in areas 
of traditional farming, increasing the value of land 
and therefore the territory controlled by a state. The 
complex network of regular hillside terraces around 
Caracol, which extends several kilometers in all direc
tions, shows a high degree of centralized planning 
(Jaeger Liepins [1994]).

Subsistence goods were consumed locally and 
moved vertically through taxation or tribute collection 
to support the elite stratum of Maya society. Craft 
production also took place at the household level. 
Pottery and stone tools for daily use were probably 
produced and exchanged locally. Whether these 
products were ever exchanged in markets is still a 
matter of debate. Even though archaeologists claim to 
have identified specific market areas at a few sites, 
final proof is lacking in all cases.

At a higher level, craft production of elite goods 
such as jade jewelry, polychrome ceramics and stone 
sculpture was confined to urban centers. Some pro
duction activities were so restricted that they took 
place only in the royal palace (Ball [1993]). Sculptors 
and scribes were often members of elite lineages and 
clients of the king. Lacking their own scribes, sec
ondary lords had to rely on the scribes of the royal 
court if they wanted their own monuments carved. 
Palace artists and palace schools produced power 
symbols, many of them exchanged as royal gifts 
between states and within states in order to confirm 
the loyalty of clients. The function of preciously 
painted ceramic as social currency is well attested in 
hieroglyphic inscriptions (Reents-Budet [1994]).

Systems of long-distance trade in raw materials 
such as jade may have been linked more directly to 
the maintenance of social power rather than to the 
accumulation of economic wealth. Items acquired 
from exotic places - jade, shell, feathers of the 
Quetzal bird, obsidian and stingray spine - were 
low-bulk items of prime, symbolic value that were 
badges of prestige.

Exchange, particularly at the “external” or inter
polity level, was characterized by the unequal relation
ships between vassal states and their patrons. 
Throughout Mesoamerica expansionist states had as a 
primary goal the control of exchange systems, trade 
routes and especially tribute networks, as was the case 
among the Postclassic Maya (Carmack [1981] 141; 
Fox [1994]; Roys [1957]). While such activity has 
always been difficult to isolate archaeologically in the 
Maya area, signs are emerging (despite much 
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earlier pessimism on the subject) that an active tribute 
system can be detected in Classic Maya writing and 
iconography (Le Fort & Wald [1995] after a sugges
tion by Houston; McAnany [1995] 133-136; Scheie & 
Miller [1986] 153, 218). At present, such activity is 
poorly understood and we cannot yet say whether this 
was “gift-giving” of a predominantly symbolic value, 
or the traces of “tribute empires” in which extortion 
had a major sustaining role. One source of tribute pay
ment seems to be as a consequence of war. At several 
sites, booming construction activity is associated with 
glyphic records of military success, suggesting 
sudden enrichment of some kind, perhaps the supply 
of tribute labor (Chase & Chase [1989] 16; Martin 
[1996b]; Sharer [1978] 67).

Macro-Political Structures Amongst
Maya States
A city-state is a self-governing community, but not 
necessarily an independent and autonomous state. 
External sovereignty is not considered to be a neces
sary requirement for a city-state (Hansen: supra 18). 
Epigraphical data clearly demonstrate that the 
southern lowlands were politically divided into 
numerous, territorially small states, which maintained 
their structural autonomy throughout the Classic 
period. A few powerful states held lesser ones in their 
sway, a system not unlike others seen throughout 
ancient Mesoamerica (Smith, infra 590-3; Lind: infra 
576). Glyphic structures that define hierarchical 
ranking can be identified at the macro-political scale, 
providing strong evidence for an over-arching and 
structurally complex system of political patronage 
that was headed especially by two states, Calakmul 
and Tikal.

By the middle of the sixth century at least, Tikal 
and Calakmul, both large survivors of late Preclassic 
culture, were acting over considerable distances to 
intervene in the affairs of other states. If, as seems 
most likely, this represents competition between the 
two, then Calakmul soon had the upper hand and was 
seen to gain an associate at the expense of Tikal. This 
event coincides with both a known defeat of the Tikal 
state and with the onset of its hiatus period. Although 
Tikal remained a functioning state during at least 
some of this time, its near encirclement by hostile 
associates of Calakmul, first noted by Linda Scheie & 
David Freidel ([1990] 175, 211), gives the impression 
of a resistant and embattled pocket. Extensive forti
fications erected at Tikal during the Early Classic 

(Puleston & Callender [1967]) may have been a 
response to this weakening in its strategic position. 
The strong pattern of aggression between Tikal and its 
immediate neighbors might yet prove to be part of a 
process in which areas formerly under Tikal influence 
shared a special enmity toward their former master. 
Calakmul may have been a particular beneficiary of 
this, continuing to gain affiliates and clients through
out the transition from early to Late Classic, a period 
that corresponds almost exactly to the absence of 
surviving monuments at Tikal. By the beginning of 
the 7th century its extensive web of personal and 
military ties had made it the single most influential 
force in Maya geo-politics.

Other major states, such as Caracol and Naranjo, 
appear to have been drawn into the on-going power
play and neither seems to have been able to pursue its 
own rivalry without reference to the central powers. 
Supporting one or another antagonist in a regional 
contest, or capitalizing on any instability arising from 
such conflicts, may have been an important means by 
which patron states built up their influence. On other 
occasions it may have been the desire to secede from 
patron relationships that brought central forces into 
this region.

Apart from direct military confrontation and sup
porting the defection of Tikal’s affiliates, Calakmul’s 
strategy also appears to have exploited divisions 
within the Tikal dynasty. The emergence of the Dos 
Pilas state, an intrusive presence in the Petexbatun, 
might be viewed as a Calakmul-sponsored attempt to 
promote a rival claim to the title of Tikal, with the 
recent interpretation of true fratricidal conflict only 
enhancing this scenario. Calakmul’s direct support 
might explain how this minor center managed to 
survive and even triumph over its vastly more popu
lous adversary. If the ultimate goal was to usurp the 
incumbent Tikal line and replace it by a pro-Calakmul 
faction, the attempt clearly failed, leading to the 
permanent establishment of a “state-in-exile” in the 
Petexbatun.

Calakmul’s ascendancy, though successfully main
tained for over 130 years, circa A.D. 562 to 695, was 
not to last. The Late Classic resurgence of Tikal is 
closely associated with the reversal of its military for
tunes and a victory over Calakmul that brought down 
one of this center’s most powerful kings. Despite 
some defeats at the hands of clients or associates of 
Calakmul at about this time, Tikal survived the atten
tions of its many enemies and emerged with its ruling 
dynasty and independence intact. By contrast, the 
highpoint of Calakmul power had passed and its 
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foreign citations, especially hierarchical ties, fell 
sharply. After what seems to be a further victory 
against its great rival, Tikal was able to record 
decisive success against two of Calakmul’s closest 
affiliates, El Peru and Naranjo, creating a prolonged 
disturbance in their public records after A.D. 744, and 
perhaps even placing them under Tikal’s supervision 
for a time. It is recognized that the great mass of the 
Tikal metropolis visible today, virtually all the tall 
pyramids and final phases of other major architecture, 
is the product of a relatively short period of less than a 
century following the accession of Ruler Yik’in Chan 
K’awil in A.D. 734 (Culbert [1973] 72-73; Jones 
[1991] 120). Here too, the shifting political fortunes 
of the great centers may have left their mark, as 
this impressive remodeling corresponds to the 
reestablishment of Tikal power in the region (Martin 
[1996b]).

Not long thereafter, evidence for long-range inter
action between states, subordination and joint activi
ties, all but evaporates. These thematic changes seem 
to mark a genuine diminution of such contacts well 
before the start of the Terminal Classic. The 9th 
century, long thought to be a time of increasing insta
bility and conflict leading towards final collapse, is a 
period in which Maya city-states seem more inde
pendent, but also more isolated. A widening of the 
Emblem Glyph franchise to include non-regnal lords, 
together with the greater prominence given to sec
ondary figures more generally, speaks of a weakening 
of the monopolistic power of kings and the need to 
appease a more assertive generation of subordinates 
(Chase, Grube & Chase [1991] 7, 13; Fash & Stuart 
[1991] 171, 175; Scheie & Freidel [1990] 385-392; 
Stuart [1993a] 332). Indeed, the concomitant increase 
in centers raising monuments for the first time, an 
apparent “balkanization” that has been commented on 
by a number of scholars (Marcus [1976] 192-193; 
Willey [1977]; Culbert [1988] 149; Hammond [1991] 
282), seems likely to be a further progression of this 
process. Although some states briefly profited during 
this era - Caracol and then Seibal experienced 
renewed vigor - the character of the Classic period 
had changed irrevocably and the overall trajectory 
was toward ever greater dissolution.

Although it may seem particularistic, a single 
defeat, such as Calakmul’s in A.D. 695, could fatally 
undermine a hegemonic system, which is overly 
reliant on the perception of strength at its dominant 
core and vulnerable to a sudden desertion by its affili
ates (whether to assert their own independence or to 
seek more advantageous connections elsewhere). Any 

Classic Maya attempt to build a stable pan-regional 
network would most likely founder on their inability 
to forge more effective and institutionalized authority 
over their vassals and affiliates.

The degree to which warfare represents cause or 
effect in the process of collapse has still to be fully 
determined. George Cowgill (1979) draws a number 
of interesting comparisons between the Classic Maya 
and societies engaged in “militaristic” competition for 
regional dominance. His basic theme is that societies 
can evolve from a form of peer-polity competition to a 
new level of warfare, in which the strategic aim has 
shifted to the “prize” of complete mastery over all 
other states in the region. Success for one party leads 
to unification and stability, failure to a protracted and 
enfeebling conflict with potentially dire social conse
quences. It is not yet possible to assess whether the 
wider organization of Late Classic states had a role in 
intensifying warfare. Indeed, the opposite case can be 
argued, one which sees the patronage system as a fea
ture of Classic period order, one whose undoing led to 
more chaotic and destabilizing patterns of conflict. 
What can be said is that the decline of inter-polity 
hierarchy probably represents the earliest sign yet of 
the onset of political breakdown within the Late 
Classic, the phenomenon known as the collapse of the 
Classic Maya Civilization and the end of the Classic 
period.

Summary
The ongoing decipherment of Maya hieroglyphs 
demonstrates that the southern lowlands were politi
cally divided into numerous, territorially small states, 
which maintained their structural autonomy through
out the Classic period. These states were autonomous 
in internal affairs but were embedded in larger and 
extremely stable political networks headed by a few 
powerful hegemonic states. None of the states became 
powerful enough to transform the region permanently 
into one political unit. Even though large states such 
as Tikal and Calakmul managed to establish long
term “mini-empires”, the city-state structure persisted 
as the principal political unit. The patron states pro
vided prestige, protection and probably also participa
tion in economic wealth from war booty to their 
clients. In return, patron states amassed considerable 
power and profited from tribute collection. Diplo
macy, interdynastic and interpolity marriage, a com
plex web of kinship ties and economic interaction on 
various social levels connected the multi-layered 
fabric of Maya states (Martin & Grube [1994]).
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Maya states shared a common culture. Although it 
is not known which languages were actually spoken 
by the majority of the population in the Maya low
lands, it is clear that the written language of the hiero
glyphic inscriptions was a lingua franca for the lit
erary elite. Southern Classic Maya was the prestigous 
written language employed by Maya scribes all over 
the Maya lowlands, and there is not a single state 
whose royal dynasty was excluded from Maya lit
eracy (Stuart, Houston & Robertson [1999]). Besides 
writing, Maya states shared a common ideology and 
the same religious beliefs. Even though each city-state 
and its rulers had its own set of patron gods, there was 
a common religious symbol system and shared opin
ions about the creation of the universe, the origins of 
gods, the birth of maize - the principal crop - and 
many other features of religious ideology (Freidel, 
Scheie & Parker [1993]). The existence of a common 
lowland Maya culture is supported by recurrent pat
terns in the architecture of temples and elite resi
dences across all parts of the lowlands. Regional 
styles often reflect the presence or absence of certain 
material conditions (such as the use of hard limestone 
at Palenque and adobe bricks at Comalcalco), but the 
symbol system was not affected by stylistic variation.

Classic Maya civilization is only one of several 
city-state cultures in Mesoamerica and resembles in 
many aspects those better-documented city-state cul
tures of the Postclassic period, such as the Mixtec 
(Lind, infra 567-80) and the Aztec (Smith, infra 581- 
95). With these the Maya states also share the 
multiple-level hierarchies of states and the hegemonic 
control of lesser states by more powerful ones, where 
vassal lords retained their power but were obliged to 
pay tribute (Grube & Martin [ 1998]).

The city-states of the Maya lowlands collapsed in 
the 9th and 10th century A.D. There is not enough space 
here to describe the numerous theories that have been 
developed to explain this collapse. No single explana
tion can account for the variety of processes that led to 
the accelerating abandonment of the entire lowlands. 
Ecological pressure and economic failures combined 
with escalating warfare and competition amongst city- 
states (probably fueled by the disappearance of Calak- 
mul as a powerful hegemon) all played a leading rôle 
in the disappearance of lowland Maya city-state cul
ture.

The collapse of the Classic period city-states did 
not result in the disappearance of Maya city-states for
ever. In the Late Postclassic period new city-states 
emerged in other parts of the Maya lowlands, espe
cially in the northern half of the Yucatan peninsula. 

These city-states were encountered by the Spaniards 
in the 16th century. Because there was no central, over
arching government it took the Spaniards a long time 
to conquer Yucatan. The eastern part of the peninsula 
was only formally taken over by the Spaniards but 
never really integrated into the colonial empire. Fur
ther south in the lowlands of the Peten, the same place 
where Maya civilization flourished in the Classic 
period, the aggressive polities of the Itza-Maya - per
haps also city-states - became valiant enemies of the 
Spaniards and managed to resist conquest and Chris
tianity until 1697 (Jones [1998]). In the highlands of 
Guatemala the expansionist states of the K’iche’, the 
Kaqchikel, the Tz’utujiil and the Mam controlled vast 
areas; since the territories of these states tended to 
correspond to linguistic boundaries, and because of 
their size these states do not qualify as city-states as 
outlined by Hansen, supra 16-19. The small, Late 
Postclassic states of Yucatan, however, are a good 
case for city-states that emerged out of a pre-existing 
macro-state. In the Middle Postclassic period (ca. 
A.D. 1150-1450), the city of Mayapan controlled the 
entire north of the Yucatan peninsula and subsumed a 
whole series of provinces, each with its head town 
(Relaciones de Yucatan Vol. 11:18). It is possible, 
though hard to prove, that these provinces originally 
were autonomous city-states. After the collapse of 
Mayapan (traditionally dated to A.D. 1446), its 
“macro-state” broke up into sixteen small states, the 
smallest of them covering a territory of 1,000-2,000 
km2, and the largest (Uaymil) covered an area of about 
11,000 km2 (Roys [1957]). As in the Classic period, 
the name of the capital was identical with that of the 
state, and in some cases also with that of the ruling 
lineage.

The Maya therefore provide an interesting case for 
a city-state culture which went through processes of 
collapse, centralization and again decentralization. At 
least twice in its history, the Maya created a city-state 
culture. Joyce Marcus has described the different 
degrees of centralization as a feature of her “dynamic 
model” of Maya political organization (Marcus 
[1993], [1998]). She argues that during the periods of 
major unity the territorial size of Maya states in
creased until, in the case of Mayapan, only one large 
regional state survived. A more sophisticated under
standing of colonial sources on Postclassic Yucatan as 
well as of the archaeological record now confirms, 
however, that the city-states never completely disap
peared. Instead, during the predominance of Maya
pan, they continued as autonomous entities in a 
“micro-empire” not unlike the altepetl states of Cen- 
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tral Mexico in the Aztec empire. The more we know 
about Maya states, the more they become truly 
“Mesoamerican”, having grown out of the same roots 
as their neighbors.
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Mixtee City-States and Mixtee City-State Culture

Michael D. Lind

Models approximate reality as closely as possible and 
serve to advance our understanding of complex phe
nomena. As knowledge of cultural phenomena pro
gresses, models are refined to approximate reality 
more closely and further enhance our understanding 
of these complex phenomena. During the last half of 
the 19th century, Lewis H. Morgan’s (1877) model of 
Savagery, Barbarism, and Civilization guided much of 
the early research regarding the classification of cul
tures. The major problems with this early evolu
tionary model, apart from its ethnocentric bias, were 
that the criteria used to classify different cultures into 
the categories were too narrowly conceived and the 
dynamic interactions among neighboring cultures 
were not taken into account as processes of culture 
change.

In the first half of the 20th century, this model was 
replaced by the culture area model (Boas [1896]; 
[1920]; Kroeber [1939]) which classified neighboring 
cultures together on the basis of shared cultural attrib
utes and focused on the dynamic interactions among 
neighboring cultures as agents of culture change. This 
model led to the definition of Mesoamerica as a cul
ture area (Kirchhoff [1943]). While the model clearly 
advanced our understanding of cultural phenomena, it 
largely ignored classifications based on cultural com
plexity and left ancient Mesoamerican civilizations 
vaguely conceived as another group of Indian 
“tribes.” Recently, the culture area model has been 
recast as “world systems theory” with a new interpre
tive framework (Kepecs, Feinman, and Boucher 
[1994] 141-2).

Over the past half-century, the now classic studies 
of Steward (1955), Sahlins and Service (1960), Ser
vice (1962; 1975) and Fried (1967) and their neo-evo- 
lutionary model of bands, tribes, chiefdoms, and 
states as levels of sociocultural integration have by 
and large guided research into the evolution of ancient 
Mesoamerican civilizations (Sanders and Price 
[1968]). One major problem that arose was that most 
Mesoamerican civilizations did not fit the model’s 
definition of either chiefdoms or states, although they 
manifested the basic characteristics of the state level 

of sociocultural integration - social classes and a 
political elite. Furthermore, the concept of cities as 
large urban centers characteristic of states was too 
narrowly defined and again resulted in many Meso
american states being “city-less” even though they 
were characterized by internally complex settlements. 
Finally, the model as applied to Mesoamerica treated 
different civilizations as homogeneous isolates to be 
compared and classified into one or another of the 
levels of sociocultural integration and largely failed to 
take into account the dynamic interactions among 
these neighboring civilizations. Obviously this model 
required some revision since it did not adequately 
approximate the reality of the cultural data for most 
Mesoamerican, or indeed, many other world civiliza
tions.

Hansen’s model of the city-state and city-state cul
ture (supra 16-19) deals with the problems generated 
by evolutionary models based on levels of cultural 
complexity, and the culture area and world systems 
models based on the dynamic interactions among 
neighboring cultures. Hansen’s model includes a large 
sample of city-states and city-state cultures from 
different time periods and from different areas 
throughout the world. Hansen reviews the concep
tions of the “city” from Weber through Childe and 
Sjöberg, and arrives at a judiciously reasoned concept 
of the nature of a city. Likewise, a carefully consid
ered review of the conception of the “state” from the 
Westphalia declaration through Service and Fried is 
presented and concludes with a revised concept of the 
nature of the state.

From this basis a model of the city-state is derived. 
The city-state, however, is not left as a homogeneous 
isolate into which cultures may be pigeon-holed. 
Instead, the dynamic interactions among neighboring 
city-states leads to a model of the city-state culture. 
Furthermore, the model includes an evolutionary per
spective which investigates the conditions which lead 
to the development and demise of city-state cultures. 
Hansen’s model of the city-state and city-state culture 
represents a closer approximation to the reality of the 
cultural data and constitutes a major advance which 
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will help guide research in the 21st century. This 
paper explores the nature of city-states and the city- 
state culture of the Mixteca of ancient Mesoamerica 
during the Postclassic period from ca. A.D. 900 to ca. 
A.D. 1521.

The Mixteca
To the southeast of the Aztecs and to the northwest of 
the Maya lies the Mixteca. At the time of the Spanish 
Conquest the ancient Mixteca included numerous 
city-states which were clearly distinct both culturally 
and linguistically from the Aztec Nahua, who were 
recent arrivals to the Central Highlands of Meso
america (Smith, infra 584), and from the Postclassic 
Maya of Yucatán and Highland Guatemala.

The Mixteca includes the Baja (ñuiñe), a hot dry 
mountainous region in northern Oaxaca and southern 
Puebla with elevations generally below 1800m; the 
Alta (ñudzauvi ñuhu), a cool temperate mountainous 
region in western Oaxaca with elevations above 
1800m; and the Costa (ñundaa or ñundevi), a narrow 
tropical strip bordered by rugged mountains along the 
Pacific coast of Oaxaca. The Mixtecs also distin
guished the canyons of the Putla river drainage from 
the Alta southwestward to the Costa as the ñuñuma. 
John Monaghan ([1994] 144) has referred to this area 
as the transitional zone or “nudo mixteco” (Mixtec 
knot) and has noted its pivotal ecological role in the 
economy of the Mixteca Alta.

Modern research into the ancient history of the 
Mixteca began with the pioneering work of Alfonso 
Caso. Caso (1938) initiated the first archaeological 
project in the Mixteca and, through an analysis of 
Spanish colonial documents and colonial indigenous 
style lienzos and mapas, deciphered the names of a 
number of city-states and the names, dates, and histo
ries of their rulers as recorded in their Prehispanic 
screenfold manuscripts known as the Mixtec codices 
(Caso [1949]; [I960]; [1961]; [1964]; [1966]; 
[1977]). A new generation of scholars, Troike (1974; 
1978; 1987), Smith (1973; 1991; 1998), Furst (1978), 
Rabin (1979, 1982, 1998), Pohl (1994ab), and Jansen 
(1982; 1994) and his colleagues (Anders, Jansen, and 
Pérez 1992ab) have built upon and revised the work 
of Caso and have presented new interpretations of the 
codices. These studies have provided a unique insight 
into the history of Mixtec city-states and city-state 
culture as recorded by the Mixtecs themselves. 
Research into Prehispanic and colonial codices, 
lienzos, and mapas has become a highly specialized 
area of Mixtec studies.

While the codices have provided information on 
Mixtec city-states and city-state culture which is not 
obtainable from other sources and have produced the 
most precise chronology (Rabin [1998]) of the Post
classic for any area of Mesoamerica, the extant 
codices are few in number and represent regional per
spectives of elite history (Smith [1983]). They do not 
mention the Aztec conquests in the Mixteca nor even 
the Spanish Conquest. Furthermore, many place 
“glyphs” identifying city-states have not yet been 
deciphered and no information is provided on popula
tion sizes or many aspects of Mixtec social, political, 
and economic organization. To obtain a more com
plete view of the nature of Mixtec city-states and city- 
state culture, other scholars, such as Dahlgren (1954) 
and Spores (1967; 1984), have analyzed Spanish colo
nial documents and, more recently, Terraciano (1994) 
has analyzed colonial documents written in Mixtec by 
literate Mixtecs who learned to use the Latin alphabet 
shortly after the Conquest. Spores (1974a), in partic
ular, has pioneered an anthropological approach to the 
colonial documents and has developed a sound ethno- 
historic model which provides a clear insight into the 
organization of Mixtec city-states.

Archaeological research into Postclassic (A.D. 900- 
1521) Mixtec city-states has lagged behind historical 
research. Following Caso’s pioneering excavations, 
Bernal (1949) excavated at Coixtlahuaca, a large Mix
teca Alta city-state capital, and Paddock (1966) pre
sented a synthesis of the archaeology of the Mixteca. 
Spores (1972; 1974b) initiated the first systematic sur
face survey in the Nochixtlán Valley, the largest and 
most densely populated region of the Mixteca Alta, 
which also included the first regional chronology 
based on stratigraphic excavations and, additionally, 
some block excavations at Postclassic city-state sites 
(Lind [1979]; [1987]). Byland (1980) conducted a 
surface survey of the neighboring Tamazulapan 
Valley of the Mixteca Alta. Byland and Pohl (1994) 
also surveyed the Tilantongo region and conducted 
excavations at Tilantongo. Brockington and his col
leagues (Brockington, Jorrin, and Long [1974a-b] car
ried out a surface survey of the Mixteca de la Costa. 
More recently, Winter (1996) has conducted the first 
full-scale excavations in the Mixteca Baja, and Joyce, 
Winter, and Mueller (1998) have carried out the first 
large-scale excavations in the Mixteca de la Costa 
in the lower Rio Verde region. Both of these latter 
projects have focused on time periods preceding the 
development of Postclassic Mixtec city-states and 
have provided important information on these earlier 
time periods in the Mixteca.
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Fig. 1. The Mixteca.

A recent major impetus to Mixtec studies is the 
Mixtec Gateway, organized by Dr. Nancy Troike and 
sponsored by the Mixtec Foundation and the Braun
stein Foundation of Las Vegas, which, since 1994, has 
provided an annual forum where linguists, ethnogra
phers, ethnohistorians, art historians, archaeologists, 
and specialists in the Prehispanic and colonial codices 
can meet, share, and discuss recent research on 
Mixtec culture. Much of what follows owes its origins 
to the productive exchanges of information at the 
Mixtec Gateway meetings.

Mixtec City-States
The Hispanicized Arawakan term cacicazgo was 
applied by the Spaniards to Mixtec city-states 
(Chance [1997] 167). Therefore, Mixtec city-states 
are often referred to in the literature as cacicazgos. 
Spores (1974a) and Lind (1977) have also referred to 
Mixtec city-states as kingdoms to distinguish them 
from Service’s chiefdoms and states, neither of which 
fit the Mixtec city-state data. The Mixtecs referred to 

their city-states as sina yya or satonine yya, according 
to Spores ([1984] 74), or yuhuitayu, according to Ter- 
raciano ([1994] 537) who notes their similarity to the 
Aztec altepetl (Chance [1997] 165).

Mixtec city-states were composed of either a single 
community or, more commonly, several communities 
in which one was the capital and the others subject 
communities (Spores [1967] 100-1). The city-state 
was named after its capital city and these names were 
recorded in place signs in Mixtec codices, lienzos, and 
mapas (Smith [1973]). According to Spores ([1984] 
231, note 30), subject communities were referred to in 
Mixtee as tay ñuu, tayndahi, or nandahi. Although 
more than 100 city-states probably occur within the 
Mixteca, Spores (1983abc) has specifically identified 
some 40 city-states, most of which have not yet been 
studied in detail. More than 30 of those identified by 
Spores are listed in the A.D. 1547-50 Suma de Visitas, 
a detailed census carried out by the Spaniards a gener
ation after the Conquest, which provides important 
information on these and other Mixtec city-states dis
tributed throughout the Alta, Baja, and Costa (Table 1).
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Population and Territory
The census lists the total population of the city-state 
and sometimes the population of the capital city 
(cabecera), the number of districts or neighborhoods 
(barrios) within the capital city, and even the number 
of houses. Likewise, the census lists any communities 
which were subject to the capital city. The subject 
communities are identified as either sujetos or estan
cias. Sujeto appears to refer to a nucleated settlement 
where houses are near one another. Estancia probably 
refers to a dispersed settlement composed of a group 
of scattered homesteads. Sometimes the census gives 
the population of each community subject to the cap
ital city.

William O. Autry (1997) has made a detailed ana
lysis of the census data from the Suma de Visitas and 
his analysis has been followed here. The census lists 
city-states with populations as small as 400 persons 
and as large as about 18,000 persons but most range 
between 1000 and 3000 persons (Table 1). In each 
city-state for which data are available, the capital city 
is considerably larger than any of the subject commu
nities. For example, Jaltepec (pop. 4819) was the cap
ital of a city-state with six sujetos (ranging in size 
from 475 to 741 persons) and with a total population 
of 8308 persons. Mitlatongo (pop. 1406) was the cap
ital of a city-state with five estancias (ranging in size 
from 59 to 242 persons) and with a total population of 
2083 persons. The capital city was by far the largest, 
and sometimes the only, community within the city- 
state and served as the city-state’s primary economic, 
political, and religious center (Spores [1967] 94).

Although ample data are available from Colonial 
documents and indigenous style lienzos and mapas, 
few studies of the territorial sizes of Mixtec city-states 
have been done. Autry (1997), using data from the 
Suma de Visitas which also provides some informa
tion on the territorial size of city-states, cites an 
average size of about 310 km2 for city-states in the 
fertile and densely populated Mixteca Alta and an 
average size of about 800 km2 for the less densely 
populated Mixteca Baja and Costa. Likewise, Autry 
estimates that city-states had an average population 
density of about 24 persons per km2 for the Alta, 4.5 
persons per km2 for the Baja, and only about 1.5 per
sons per km2 for the Costa.

An excellent study of the Mixteca de la Costa city- 
state of Zacatepec based on an analysis of the Lienzos 
de Zacatepec has been carried out by Mary Elizabeth 
Smith ([1973] Chap. VII). Zacatepec was the capital 
of a city-state with 12-13 estancias and a total popula
tion of 2,178 persons. The A.D. 1540-60 Lienzo de 

Zacatepec delineates the boundaries of the city-state 
and identifies its estancias. Smith’s ([1973] 91, Map 
6) map of the area delineated by the lienzo as the 
boundaries of the city-state indicate that its territory 
covered about 1740 km2, which is over twice as large 
as the average for the Mixteca de la Costa. However, 
the population density of about 1.25 persons per km2 
is close to Autry’s average of 1.5 persons per km2 for 
city-states in the Mixteca de la Costa.

Byland ([1980] 159-60), following a method devel
oped by Sanders for the Valley of Mexico, used 
archaeological data to reconstruct the sizes of the pop
ulations and territories of two Mixteca Alta city-states 
which shared borders and occupied a single valley. He 
estimates that the population of the city-state of 
Tejupan was about 10,870 persons, the size of its terri
tory was about 93 km2, and its population density 
about 117 persons per km2. His population estimate 
for the neighboring city-state of Tamazulapan is about 
6,615 persons, the territorial size about 140 km2, and 
the population density about 44 persons per km2. 
These population figures are much higher than those 
provided by the Suma de Visitas which lists Tejupan at 
1,355 persons and Tamazulapan at 4,442 persons. 
Clearly reasons for these discrepancies are something 
that need to be resolved by archaeologists and ethno
historians (Spores [1983a] 235-6).

Sociopolitical Organization
From an analysis of scores of documents pertaining 
primarily to the large Mixteca Alta city-state of Yan- 
huitlán in the Nochixtlán Valley, but also to other city- 
states in the Nochixtlán Valley and surrounding areas 
of the Mixteca Alta, Baja, and Costa, Spores (1967; 
1974a; 1984) has developed an ethnohistoric model of 
the sociopolitical organization of Mixtec city-states. 
Spores characterizes Mixtec city-states as: “small, 
socially stratified states, each controlled by a privi
leged ruling aristocracy and consisting of a territory 
normally traversable by foot in a day; one or more 
agricultural settlements with adjacent farm plots and 
resource areas; and a resident population differenti
ated into a ruling lineage, a nobility, a class of com
moners, and, in some cases, a group of tenant farmers 
subject to the direct control of the ruler” (Spores 
[1983c] 255).

Mixtec city-states included four social classes: roy
alty (yya tnuhu), nobility (tay toho), commoner (nan- 
day tayñuu, tay yucu, or tay sicaquai), and tenant 
farmers or “serfs” (tay situndayu). Slaves included 
war captives (tay nicuvuinduq), purchased slaves (da-
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Table 1. Mixtec City-States identified by Spores 
(1983abc). (Population figures after Autry [1997]).

Capital L
(Pop.)

.ocation Barrios Sub
jects*

Total 
pop-

Tlaxiaco (5353) Alta — 8/31* 17,892
Yanhuitlán Alta - 16 16,260
Teposcolula (12,503) Alta 6 - 12,503
Coixtlahuaca Alta - - 12,000**
Jaltepec (4819) Alta 6 6 8,308
Teozacoalco (2408) Alta 7 23* 7,093
Tamazulapan Alta - 6 4,442
Tututepec (3564) Costa - - 3,564
Ac atlán Baja - 1* 3,233
Achiutla (3205) Alta 4 - 3,205
Tilantongo Alta - 5 3,152
Apoala Alta - 10 3,023
Tamazola Alta - 14* 2,396
Putla Costa - 3* 2,376
Zacatepec Costa - 12* 2,178
Sosola(1592) Alta - 1* 2,150
Mitlatongo (1406) Alta 5 5* 2,083
Huajuapan Baja - - 2,000**
Teozoatlán Baja - 8 1,638
Xicayán de Tovar Costa - 10* 1,584
Pinotepa Chica Costa - 7* 1,584
Juxtlahuaca (1415) Baja - - 1,415
Nochixtlán Alta - 4 1,372
Soyaltepec (1361) Alta 6 - 1,361
Tejupan (1355) Alta 6 - 1,355
Amuzgos Costa - 4* 950
Etlatongo Alta - 8 855
Jamiltepec Costa - 3* 792
Chachoapan(719) Alta - - 719
Chazumba (594) Baja - - 594
Tiltepec (486) Alta - - 486
Petlalcingo (412) Baja - - 412

* Dependencies are listed in the Suma de Visitas as sujetos 
and/or estancias. The estancias* are marked with an 
asterisk.

** Not listed in the Suma de Visitas-, population estimated 
from A.D. 1570 census (Dahlgren [1954] 36-7).

hasaha or tay noho yahui), and slaves bom of slave 
parents in the households of their Mixtec masters 
(dzayadzana). Slaves did not constitute a social class 
but were used by the elite as household servants, con
cubines, sacrificial victims, and field workers (Spores 
[1983a] 228).

Each Mixtec city-state was ruled by a hereditary 
king (yya) or queen (yya dzehe) who resided in a large 
palace in the capital (Spores [1967] 94; [1984] 70). To 
record the genealogies of their rulers, the Mixtecs 
kept codices in the capital of each city-state which 

depicted the history of the ruler’s royal ancestors for a 
time period extending back over half a millennium 
(Spores [1967] 94-6; Rabin [1998]). Beyond recorded 
history the rulers traced their mythico-historical 
descent from divine ancestors who were bom super- 
naturally from trees, rivers, or mountains. Rabin cites 
11 divine couples, which codex experts refer to as 
lineage ancestors, who occur in the extant codices and 
who through intermarriages among their descendants 
form the basis of the historical Mixtec dynasties. 
Spores ([1984] 70) has noted that these “lineages” 
were simply ancestral lines and not formal corporate 
lineages, since there is no evidence for lineages or 
clans among the Mixtecs.

The ruler was assisted in the overall governance of 
the city-state by a council of four advisers, one of 
whom was chief adviser (Spores [1984] 77). Pohl has 
suggested that these noble advisers were close 
relatives of the ruler who are depicted as priests in the 
codices. They were in charge of the sacred bundles of 
the city-state and the chief adviser was also in charge 
of military affairs (Pohl [1994a] 37-9, 117). Pohl 
([1994a] Chap. Ill) has also suggested that, apart from 
the four royal advisers, yaha-yahui (eagle-fire 
serpent) priests depicted in the codices were in charge 
of the royal treasury, led public ceremonies, and 
performed human sacrifices.

The barrios (siqut), neighborhoods or districts 
within the capital city, and the subject communities 
within the city-state were governed by nobles ap
pointed by the ruler (Spores [1967] 92). These nobles 
were close relatives of the ruler and resided in the bar
rios and subject communities which they governed 
(Dahlgren [1954] 171). The Lienzo de Zacatepec 
depicts the noble administrators together with their 
calendrical and personal names next to the place signs 
identifying the subject estancia they ruled (Smith 
[1973] 112). Likewise, the place signs identifying 
some of the sujetos and the calendrical and personal 
names of their noble administrators are shown in the 
Códice de Yanhuitlán (Sepúlveda y Herrera [1994] 
100, Lám. Ill; 115, Lám. XVIII).

The larger capitals, such as Yanhuitlán, were 
divided into “barrios” or neighborhoods occupied by 
commoners. According to Spores ([1984] 70), these 
“barrios” were residential neighborhoods and there is 
no evidence that they were organized along kinship 
lines. However, there were two distinct types of bar
rios: those occupied by free commoners and those 
occupied by tenant farmers or “serfs” who worked the 
ruler’s fields. Free commoners in barrios and in sub
ject communities were required to pay tribute and pro



572 Michael O. Lind

vide labor services for the ruler. Although the ruler 
and nobles owned the best farmlands, free commoners 
held usufruct rights to less productive communal 
lands (Spores [1983a] 229).

The “serfs” (tay situndayu) worked the lands of the 
king and queen and were otherwise exempt from 
tribute. Spores ([1983a] 229-30) reports that the king 
of Yanhuitlán had about 2000 serfs to work his lands, 
while the king of Tecomaxtlahuaca, a smaller city- 
state in the Mixteca Baja, had about 800 serfs. The tay 
situndayu appear to have been mainly outsiders who 
were migrants, displaced foreigners, slaves, war cap
tives, or former free commoners who entered into the 
service of the ruler either through choice or by force.

Spores ([1984] 77) has characterized the political 
system of the Mixtec city-state as one in which the 
ruler communicated directly with a small group of 
advisers and noble administrators. It lacked the large 
and cumbersome bureaucracy characteristic of macro
states where edicts from the ruler filter down through 
many bureaucratic levels. This direct communication 
is clearly illustrated in the Códice de Yanhuitlán 
where the ruler of Yanhuitlán, one of the largest city- 
states in the Mixteca, is shown in a courtyard of his 
palace with at least four advisers discussing affairs of 
the city-state with a group of more than 50 noble 
administrators (Sepulveda y Herrera [1994] 99, Lám. 
II). The Mixtec date for this meeting corresponds to 
A.D. 1532, shortly after the Conquest, and no 
Spaniards are shown.

Defense
The limited territory and relatively small population 
size of Mixtec city-states meant that “they could be 
maintained without complex administrative hierar
chies, standing armies, or police forces” (Spores 
[1984] 77). Mixtec “armies” were led by the ruler and 
nobles who headed groups of commoners recruited 
from the barrios and subject communities they gov
erned (Dahlgren [1954] 192). While Mixtec cities 
were not protected by defensive walls, the mountain 
tops near the cities were fortified and served as 
fortresses to which the populace could retreat and 
from where they could defend themselves against 
attacking armies. At times, however, squadrons, each 
of which was headed by a noble and composed of the 
recruits from his barrio or subject community, would 
engage in battle on open fields. Documents report that 
in these battles nobles fought against nobles and com
moners fought against commoners (Dahlgren [1954] 
208).

Urbanization
Typically Mixtec cities were located in the piedmont 
zone below steep mountain peaks yet well above 
valley floors. The core of the capital, composed of the 
ruler’s palace and one or more temples along the sides 
of a plaza, was often situated in the highest part of the 
city, frequently on a relatively flat “acropolis-like” 
ridge. The houses of commoners were situated on 
small terraces extending down the slopes. This pattem 
occurs not only in much of the Mixteca Alta at Coix- 
tlahuaca (Bernal [1949] 6) and in the Nochixtlán 
Valley (Spores [1972] 165-8), for example, but also 
at Tututepec in the Mixteca de la Costa where moun
tains extend down to the narrow Pacific coastal plain 
(O’Mack [1990] 22-4; Joyce, Winter, and Mueller 
[1998] 7). Subject communities also appear to have 
followed a similar pattern with the palaces of noble 
administrators in the highest part of the town and the 
houses of commoners extending down the lower 
slopes (Lind [1979] 15).

The focal point of the capital city was the ruler’s 
palace. The Spaniards’ first encounters with the Mix
tees make this clear. In his Second Carta de Relación, 
written on October 30, 1520, Cortés ([1963] 46) 
reports that his soldiers had seen a palace at Tamazu- 
lapan in the Mixteca Alta that was larger and better 
built than the Castillo de Burgos. In his Third Carta 
de Relación, written on May 15, 1522, Cortés 
([1963] 142) reports that Pedro de Alvarado, 240 
Spanish soldiers, and 40 horses were all offered 
housing in the large palace of the ruler of Tututepec in 
the Mixteca de la Costa.

While these might seem exaggerations, Byland 
([1980] 424) has located the remains of the Tamazu- 
lapan palace which cover 5000 m2. Remains of the 
large early Colonial palaces of the ruler of Tepo- 
scolula, Doña Lucía, and the ruler of Yanhuitlán, Don 
Gabriel, are still standing. Spores ([1972] 96) reports 
that the palace of the ruler of Yanhuitlán includes 
rooms built around nine interior courtyards and covers 
an area of about 6500 m2. The codices frequently 
illustrate rulers in their palaces. They indicate that the 
palaces were built on raised platforms and faced with 
cut stone covered by plaster and decorated with 
painted, plastered, or carved stone friezes. The tops of 
the palace walls frequently had decorative merlons.

In contrast to the palaces of rulers, Mixtec temples 
elicited no special comment from Spanish Conquista
dores nor are the archaeological remains of these tem
ples much in evidence (Spores [1983b] 247). Many 
temples were probably demolished and served as 
bases upon which to build churches. Bemal ([1949] 
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10-11) excavated parts of two temples at Coix- 
tlahuaca. One was a large temple (Mont. B) facing 
west on a plaza, which had a probable palace complex 
(Mont. C) adjacent to it on the north side of the plaza. 
On the west side of the plaza a temple complex, com
posed of two smaller temples (Mont. D and E), occu
pied the east and west sides of a patio enclosed on the 
other two sides by platforms. The large temple (Mont. 
B) probably served as the main focus of public cere
monials, while the small temple complex (Monts. D 
and E) may have functioned as the locus of elite cere
monial activity involving the lineage ancestors and 
the sacred bundles. Directly west of the first plaza was 
a large walled plaza which may have served as the 
marketplace (Bernal [1949] 18-19). One of the 
Aztecs’ most important conquests was Coixtlahuaca 
which was a major market center for long-distance 
trade and, following its conquest, served as the collec
tion center for the Aztec tributary province which 
bore its name and included most of the major city- 
states of the Mixteca Alta (Berdan and Anawalt in 
Codex Mendoza [1992] Vol. II, 102-5).

Economic Organization
The economy of Mixtec city-states was based on 
farming with digging sticks or coas. Maize, chia, 
beans, squash, chiles, tomatoes, and maguey were cul
tivated in most city-states. Additionally, a variety of 
fruits including nopal, avocados, zapotes, cherries 
(capulín), and ciruela were grown (Smith [1976] 33- 
39). Turkeys and dogs were the only domestic animals 
and both were used as food. Bees were kept for honey. 
These foodstuffs were supplemented by wild plants 
and animals, especially deer, rabbits, and hares. Inter
estingly, the documents refer to hunters - full- or part- 
time specialists who provided the ruler and nobility 
with the meat of animals such as deer, rabbits, and 
hares (Dahlgren [1954] 97) and probably also with the 
furs of these animals, including those of mountain 
lions.

Mixtec city-states were not entirely self-sufficient 
and needed to import different items which were dis
tributed to the populace through the marketplace. The 
ruler and nobility maintained monopolistic control 
over many imported goods such as salt, obsidian, fine 
textiles, cacao, and precious feathers, stones, and 
metals (Spores [1984] 84). While each city-state 
maintained a daily or periodic market in its capital 
city for the exchange of local products and the distri
bution of imports, there is little evidence for full-time 
specialists in the Mixtec economy (Spores [1984] 81). 

Most products were made by part-time specialists 
who produced pottery, manos and metates, baskets, 
petates, and other items needed by every Mixtec 
household. However, in at least one city-state, 
Nochixtlán, much of the population was composed of 
traders who traveled from market to market ex
changing locally produced goods for luxury items 
(Spores [1984] 82; Dahlgren [1954] 246-7). Noch
ixtlán was famous as a center for the production of 
cochineal, a highly prized red dye used in textiles 
(Dahlgren [1954] 142).

Evidence from the codices and colonial documents 
suggest that royal and noble family members were 
themselves specialists who produced the fine gold, 
silver, and copper works; crafted the precious stones 
and mosaics; painted the elaborately decorated poly
chrome ceramics; and wove the elegant textiles and 
fine feather capes which were used in gift exchanges 
at the weddings and funerals of nobles, at feasts cele
brating alliances, and at important religious celebra
tions (Pohl [1994c]). Much of this production was 
probably carried out in palace workshops. In the city- 
state of Jaltepec, for example, it was reported that any 
commoner finding gold nuggets or dust was required 
to turn the gold over to the ruler. The ruler rewarded 
the commoner with a few cloth capes and had the gold 
smelted and made into fine jewelry which became 
part of the royal treasury (Dahlgren [1954] 139). 
Nobles trained by priests from childhood were also 
the scribes who produced the codices (Burgoa [1934] 
1,210).

Religion
Each Mixtec city-state maintained one or more tem
ples in its capital but ceremonies were also carried out 
on mountaintops, in caves, and even in reutilized 
abandoned ancient ruins (Spores [1984] 92). Mixtec 
priests (naha niñe, tay saque) were selected from 
among the nobles and in some cases from among the 
commoners (Spores [1983d] 343; Dahlgren [1954] 
262). They underwent four years of training as novi
tiates assisting the priests in ritual activities and 
learning the ceremonies. Afterwards, they entered the 
service of the ruler, who had himself undergone a year 
of religious training. Priests were required to remain 
celibate during their tenure as priests and could rise in 
rank every four years if the ruler named them to 
higher positions in the priesthood. Following their 
tenure as priests, they were free to leave the priest
hood and marry (Dahlgren [1954] 309).

Each city-state had its own particular patron deity 
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which differed from those of other city-states (Dahl
gren [1954] 261) and its own state-sponsored rituals 
(Spores [1984] 88-92). However, many Mixtec super
naturals, such as Dzahui, were widely venerated 
throughout the Mixteca. Dzahui, the rain deity, was 
especially important for the general populace (Dahl
gren [1954] 299). When the rains failed, priests 
dressed as Dzahui would plead for rain before the pre
cious stone figure of the deity, burning incense and 
making offerings of fine feathers and blood from 
autosacrificial blood-letting. Then birds were sacri
ficed and a rubber ball was burned and the liquid 
residue smeared on the image. Finally, the precious 
stone figure of the deity, carefully wrapped in a cloth 
bundle, was carried to a mountaintop where a child 
was sacrificed and his heart offered to the deity. The 
ruler provided the priest with the materials for offer
ings and kept a supply of children for sacrifice 
(Dahlgren [1954] 278-9).

Mixtec City-State Culture
Although each Mixtec city-state was a separate polity, 
a long history of systemic interactions among them 
produced a Mixtec city-state culture. The Mixtec 
codices give us a good idea of just how far back in 
time and just how extensive the relationships were 
among Mixtec city-states in the Alta, the Baja, and the 
Costa. The oldest historically recorded dynasty in the 
Mixteca began in A.D. 990 with the first dynasty of 
Tilantongo, whose ruler was bom in A.D. 942 (Rabin 
[1998]). This is at the beginning of the Postclassic 
Natividad phase, nearly 600 years before the Con
quest. Documents report that a codex listing 24 gener
ations of rulers from Yanhuitlán was kept in the com
munity strong box in A.D. 1582 (Spores [1967] 94-6). 
This would also take us back about 600 years (at 25 
years a generation) to approximately the same time 
period, ca. A.D. 982. Language, royal marital al
liances, commerce, and religion were all important 
factors integrating Mixtec city-states into a common 
culture over a period of 600 years.

The Mixtec Language
Mixtec was the common language spoken throughout 
the Mixteca. All three regions of the Mixteca were 
occupied by Mixtec speakers at the time of the Con
quest but also included linguistically related minority 
populations - Popolocas, Chochos, Ixcatecs, Triquis, 
and Amuzgos. Fray Antonio de los Reyes has pro
vided the Mixtec name for the area of the Mixteca 

Alta around Coixtlahuaca which was occupied by 
Chocho speakers. This, he says, was called the tocuij- 
ñuhu or Chocho-Mixteca (cited in Sepúlveda y Her
rera [1994] 21). He goes on to say that the Mixtecs 
had kinship ties and a close and friendly relationship 
with the Chochos. Archaeological comparisons be
tween Coixtlahuaca and the Nochixtlán Valley indi
cate an extremely close relationship in terms of mate
rial culture (Lind [1977]; [1979]; [1987]) and it is 
clear that Chochos and other minorities were full par
ticipants in the Mixtec city-state culture.

Mixtecs clearly constituted the majority of the pop
ulation at the time of the Conquest and continued to be 
the dominant population into recent times. An ethno
graphic survey conducted by the Universidad Na
cional Autónoma de México in the 1930s and 1940s 
provides the number of Mixtecs versus other language 
groups (Rojas, Barragán, and De La Cerda [1957]). 
The total indigenous population of the Mixteca in the 
1940s was about 194,000 persons. Mixtecs made up 
nearly 90% of the total population. Roughly 9 out of 
every 10 people in the Mixteca, then, were Mixtec 
speakers; other minorities accounted for only about 
10% of the total population. In a 1970 census, a total 
of 233,235 persons were listed as native Mixtec 
speakers. The Mixtec are the fourth largest linguistic 
community in Mexico after the Nahua, Maya, and 
Zapotee, and rank second with regard to the number 
of monolingual speakers (Ayre [1977] 1).

With a large population of Mixtec speakers spread 
over a wide and diverse geographical region such as 
the Mixteca, one would expect the development of 
different dialects of Mixtec, especially since Mixtec 
speakers had inhabited the region for a long time and 
were not recent arrivals. Kathy Josserand, Maarten 
Jansen, and Maria de los Angeles Romero (1984) 
have studied colonial documents written in Mixtec in 
different areas of the Mixteca. In their preliminary 
survey of these documents, they were able to identify 
five major dialects of Mixtec: two in the Alta, two in 
the Baja, and one in the Costa. They note that their 
sample for the Northern Baja dialect is inadequate 
since it included only a single town. They point out 
that the towns around Acatlán will probably be found 
to have a dialect distinct from those around Hua- 
juapan de León (Josserand, Jansen, and Romero 
[1984] 154). Throughout the Mixteca Alta, Baja, and 
Costa, then, despite separation by rugged moun
tainous terrain and deep narrow canyons, Mixtec city- 
states maintained a common language over hundreds 
of years which helped to integrate them into a 
common Mixtec city-state culture.
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The Mixtec Marital Alliances
Another important factor that bound Mixtec city- 
states into a Mixtec city-state culture was royal mar
riages. For example, the Mixtec dynasty at Tututepec 
in the Mixteca de la Costa was tied into the Mixtec 
dynasty of Tilantongo in the Mixteca Alta over 130 
km away in a straight line and considerably farther on 
foot given the tortuous nature of the terrain. The 
Mixtec dynasty at Acatlán in Puebla in the northern
most reaches of the Mixteca Baja was tied into the 
dynasty of Teozacoalco in southernmost reaches of 
the Mixteca Alta, over 160 km away in a straight line 
and, again, considerably farther on foot (Rabin 
[1998]). Throughout the Mixteca Alta, Baja, and 
Costa, then, Mixtec city-states were tied together 
through royal marriages.

Marriage ties among royal families from different 
city-states continued generation after generation from 
the time of their founding until well after the Spanish 
Conquest (Spores [1974a]). The heirs to Mixtec king- 
ships were only allowed to marry a royal spouse. 
Therefore, a male heir to the throne had to marry a 
princess, the daughter of a king and queen; and a 
female heiress to the throne had to marry a prince, the 
son of a king and queen. Of course the most advanta
geous marriage was between a prince and princess 
who were both heirs to one or more city-states.

At the time of a royal marriage it was decided 
which of their children would inherit the rulership, or 
if both were rulers, which child would inherit the 
father’s city-state and which would inherit the 
mother’s city-state. It was even possible to combine 
inheritance so that a child might inherit both the city- 
states of the mother and father. In the Mixteca Alta, it 
is reported that the betrothed heirs-apparent together 
with their royal parents would consult with the 
nobility of the city-state or city-states involved and 
would also go to the religious center of Achiutla to 
consult the high priest on the manner of succession 
(Spores [1967] 146).

Commerce
Another factor which contributed to the maintenance 
of Mixtec city-state culture over hundreds of years 
was an active intercity-state commerce. Despite the 
fact that Mixtec city-states produced the same staples, 
the difference in elevations meant that the same crops 
had different growing seasons. As Monaghan ([1994] 
153-4) points out, the ñuñuma region provided maize 
for adjoining areas of the Mixteca Alta during the 
“months of starvation” and equal amounts of maize 

were later reciprocated from the Alta to the ñuñuma 
region. This type of exchange of subsistence goods 
probably took place in border markets existing in 
neutral zones on the frontiers of neighboring, and 
often mutually hostile, city-states (Pohl, Monaghan, 
and Stiver [1997]).

No Mixtec city-state was entirely self-sufficient 
with regard to basic staples and none was totally self- 
sufficient with regard to supplying all the basic needs 
of each of its households (Spores [1984] 82). Many 
items had to be imported and passed through periodic 
markets in each city-state to its component house
holds (Spores [1967] 5-7; [1984] 81). There was an 
active trade in salt, obsidian, baskets, sleeping mats 
(petates}, cotton, cacao, feathers, shell, fish and other 
commodities. Special markets for inter-regional trade 
occurred at Coixtlahuaca, which drew products from 
the Gulf Coast, and Putla, which supplied products 
from the Pacific Coast. These inter-regional markets 
served as conduits channeling products to large 
regional markets at Tlaxiaco, Teposcolula, Yanhui- 
tlán, Huajuapan, and Acatlán from whence they 
entered the markets of smaller city-states.

Religion
Common religious beliefs and practices constitute 
another important factor that integrated Mixtec city- 
state culture. Mixtec supematurals were often identi
fied, like the Mixtecs themselves, by a calendrical 
name. Lord 9 Wind, a Mixtec avatar of Quetzalcoatl, 
was considered a divine culture hero (Furst [1978] 
Chap. 4). Lord 1 Death was a solar deity, Lady 9 
Grass was an Earth-Fertility deity, and Lord 7 Flower 
was a patron of the nobility (Pohl [1994a]; [1994c] 
10). These supernaturals were especially venerated by 
the nobility throughout the Mixteca. The general pop
ulace throughout the Mixteca were particularly dedi
cated to Dzahui, the rain deity. The general populace 
also venerated earth spirits called ñuhu, which appear 
to be unique to Mixtec city-state culture. Ñuhu (nu 
ñu’un} still constitute an important part of the Mixtec 
cosmos today (Monaghan [1995] 98-114).

Certain city-states within the Mixteca were famous 
as religious centers. The most prominent of these was 
Achiutla, center of the solar deity Lord 1 Death. Peo
ples from throughout the Mixteca would make pil
grimages to Achiutla and, for those who were too old 
or infirm to ascend the rugged mountains, a second 
shrine was maintained in a cave at Yucuita, a subject 
community of Yanhuitlán, in the Nochixtlán Valley 
(Spores [1983d] 343). The high priest of Achiutla was 
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renowned as an oracle (Dahlgren [1954] 264). Chal- 
catongo, the center for the Earth-Fertility deity Lady 9 
Grass, was famous for having a great cave where 
Mixtec royalty were buried (Dahlgren [1954] 271- 
272). Lady 9 Grass was also an oracle (Pohl [1994a] 
Chap. IV). Pilgrimages to religious centers, such as 
Achiutla and Chalcatongo, were important factors 
integrating Mixtec city-state culture. The famous 
Mixtec polychrome pottery, which was widely distrib
uted throughout the Mixteca, is decorated with 
Mixtec-specific religious themes which are distinct 
from other Central Mexican polychromes such as 
those from Cholula (Lind [1994] 97).

Warfare and Conquest
Both the Mixtec codices and colonial documents 
make it clear that Mixtec city-states frequently en
gaged in warfare with one another. Most battles were 
fought over land boundaries between neighboring 
city-states (Dahlgren [1954] 189-91). There is evi
dence, however, of attempts by Mixtec rulers to estab
lish hegemony over other city-states through carefully 
planned marital alliances. These could involve poly
gyny in which a king married several royal spouses 
who were heirs to different city-states. For example, 
the great Mixtec conqueror 8 Deer, (1063-1115 A.D.) 
(Rabin [1998]), gained title to six city-states through 
inheritance, conquest, and polygynous marital al
liances (Spores [1984] 79). He was even known to kill 
a rival king, who was his own brother-in-law. His con
trol over the city-states, however, did not live beyond 
him. He was assassinated by 4 Wind in A.D. 1115 and 
the city-states he controlled continued on as inde
pendent polities, a few ruled by some of his ten chil
dren from his five wives.

One of the city-states ruled by 8 Deer was 
Tututepec in the rich Rio Verde region of the Mixteca 
de la Costa. The Mixteca de la Costa was probably 
occupied principally by Chatinos, and not Mixtecs, at 
the time 8 Deer acceded to the throne of Tututepec in 
A.D. 1083 (Rabin [1998]). From Tututepec 8 Deer 
carried out a campaign of warfare that led to the con
quest and subjugation of a large number of Chatino 
city-states. 8 Deer was later aided in his conquests by 
4 Jaguar, who was probably from Cholula in the 
Valley of Puebla (Jansen [1996] 26). 4 Jaguar provided 
8 Deer with a nose ornament signifying that Quetzal
coatl had accorded him the divine right to rule. Jansen 
([1996]; [1997ab]) has suggested that 4 Jaguar may 
have been the historical Quetzalcoatl.

Following the conquests of 8 Deer, later Mixtec 

rulers of Tututepec were able to create a multi-ethnic 
macro-state which included Chatinos, Zapotees, and 
Chontales who occupied city-states along the Pacific 
coast (Fig. 1). The Tututepec Empire covered over 
25,000 km2 at the time of the Spanish Conquest 
(Spores [1993] 167). The rulers of Tututepec imposed 
imperial governors, tribute collectors, and security 
forces on the subjugated populations. Tututepec rulers 
maintained a well-organized army and were devel
oping an administrative bureaucracy which was more 
centralized than the Aztecs. Tututepec is the only case 
in which a Mixtec city-state developed into a 
macro-state (Spores [1984] 78; [1993]). Other large 
city-states in the Mixtee Alta and Baja established 
short-lived hegemonies but were unable to develop 
into longlasting macro-states.

While the Mixtec macro-state of Tututepec in the 
Mixteca de la Costa remained independent from the 
Aztecs (Davies [1968] Chap. 4), most Mixtec city- 
states in the Mixteca Baja and Alta were conquered by 
the Aztecs during the last half of the 15th century. 
However, with few exceptions, the Aztecs, unlike the 
Mixtec rulers of Tututepec, did not disrupt the self- 
government of these city-states. The Mixtecs were 
required to pay tribute to the Aztecs but retained their 
own local rulers, ruling nobility, and right to self-gov
ernment. One exception was the Mixteca Alta center 
of Coixtlahuaca, which had defeated the Aztec 
emperor, Moctezuma I, on his first attempt at con
quest. Therefore, when the Aztecs finally defeated 
Coixtlahuaca, its ruler, Atonal, was garroted and 
Aztec rulers and an Aztec military garrison were 
installed at Coixtlahuaca (Dahlgren [1954] 66-73).

Antecedents of Mixtec City-State Culture 
State-level societies with writing and calendrical sys
tems existed in the Mixteca over 1000 years before the 
rise of Mixtec city-states (Table 2). However, for the 
time period directly preceding the development of 
Postclassic Mixtec city-state culture, archaeological 
excavations in the Mixteca Alta, Baja, and Costa have 
uncovered the remains of large Classic centers which 
existed from about A.D. 300-900. During the Classic 
period the Mixteca appears to have been occupied by 
regional states which controlled whole valleys from 
large centers. These centers were different both in lo
cation and lay-out from later Mixtec cities. They were 
frequently located on the tops of high mountains and 
included large temples facing on very large rectangular 
plazas lined with smaller temples, palaces, and ball
courts in a pattern reminiscent of Monte Albán.
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* Based on Winter (1997) for Mixteca Alta, Winter ([1996] 13, Figura 3) for Mixteca Baja, and Joyce ([1993] 69, 
Figura 2) for the Mixteca de la Costa.

Table 2. General Chronology of the Mixteca*

DATES IN YEARS MIXTECA
ALTA

MIXTECA
BAJA

MIXTECA DE
LA COSTA

HIGHLIGHTS

A.D. 1600 CONVENTO CONVENTO CONVENTO SPANISH CONQUEST
1500 MIXTEC CITY-STATE
1400 Late Late CULTURE
1300 Oldest polychrome
1200 NATIVIDAD NUYOO YUCUDZAA dated at A.D. 1340
1100
1000 Early Early Oldest dates in
900 codices-A.D. 942
800 Late Late
700 CLASSIC STATES
600 LAS FLORES NUINE YUTA TIYOO Nuine writing
500 system
400 Early Early COYUCHE
300 LATE RAMOS
200 B CHACAHUA EARLY STATES
100 LATE RAMOS Oldest dated

A.D./B.C. 0 A NUDEE MINIYUA writing/calendar
- 100 EARLY RAMOS at Huamelulpan
- 200 B MINIZUNDO
- 300 EARLY RAMOS
- 400 A Santa Teresa CHARCO
- 500 OLDEST DATED OCCUPATION OF THE BAJA AND COSTA
- 600 LATE CRUZ B
- 700
- 800 LATE CRUZ A
- 900
- 1000 MIDDLE CRUZ »OLMEC STYLE BABY DOLL FIGURES« AT ETLATONGO
- 1100
- 1200
- 1300 EARLY CRUZ OLDEST DATED CERAMICS IN THE MIXTECA AT

YUCUITA
- 1400 ESTABLISHMENT OF TRIBAL FARMING VILLAGES
- 1500
- 1600
- 1700
- 1800
- 1900
-2000 YUZANUU OLDEST DATED OCCUPATION OF THE MIXTECA

B.C. -2100

Only a few of these centers have been extensively 
excavated. The center of Yucuñudahui in the Mixteca 
Alta dominated the Nochixtlán Valley and probably 
also smaller regions around it like the Tilantongo area 
(Caso [1938]; Spores [1984] 30; Plunket [1990] 364- 
7). The center of Cerro de las Minas in the Mixteca 
Baja dominated the Huajuapan Valley (Winter 
[1996]). The lower Rio Verde Valley in the Coastal 
Mixtec region was dominated by the center of Rio 
Viejo (Joyce and Winter [1989] 259). Interestingly, 

this Mixteca de la Costa center was probably occupied 
by Chatinos, and not Mixtecs, during the Classic 
period (Urcid [1993] 162).

From an archaeological perspective there appears 
to be very little continuity between the Classic period 
and the Postclassic when Mixtec city-states first 
appear. A few architectural and epigraphic elements 
found in Postclassic Mixtec city-state culture may 
have been derived from the Classic period. However, 
this discontinuity or cultural disjuncture cannot be 
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attributed to migrations of new groups into the Mix- 
teca during the Postclassic. Indeed, a number of 
Mixtec Postclassic city-states are located on the 
slopes of mountains whose tops support large Classic 
centers, and ritual activities were carried out in the 
renovated parts of the ruins of these ancient centers 
during the Postclassic (Spores [1984] 92). Further
more, there is no evidence of mass migrations into or 
out of the Mixteca. The changes which led to the 
development of Postclassic Mixtec city-state culture 
need to be viewed in a broader perspective within the 
Mesoamerican world system.

The Postclassic World System
The changes from the Classic to Postclassic in the 
Mixteca are part of a major transformation that took 
place throughout Mesoamerica. These changes are 
well documented but poorly understood. They include 
a break-down from large centralized regional polities 
to smaller localized polities, an increase in warfare 
and alliance formation, more efficient exploitation of 
local microenvironments, a surge in regional and 
interregional commerce, a decrease in monumental 
temple building, a shift from regional art styles and 
writing systems to more standardized interregional art 
styles and writing systems, and the spread of the reli
gious cult of Quetzalcoatl. All of these changes are 
conducive to the development of city-state cultures. It 
was within the context of these changes in the 
Mesoamerican world system that Mixtec city-state 
culture arose. Indeed, the development of city-state 
cultures and clusters of city-state cultures (Aztec, 
Mixtee, Zapotee) is what comes to characterize much 
of the Central Highlands and probably many other 
areas of Postclassic Mesoamerica. Hansen’s model 
represents an important research strategy for identi
fying these Postclassic Mesoamerican city-state cul
tures and investigating the processes that lead to their 
development and eventual demise.

The Demise of Mixtec City-State Culture
The Spanish conquest initiated a process which even
tually brought about the end of Mixtec city-state cul
ture. In the absence of specific references to battles in 
the Mixteca, other than some confrontations with the 
ruler of Tututepec, it appears that the conquest of 
Mixtec city-states by the Spaniards was either by 
peaceful negotiation or without remarkable incident 
(Chance [1997]). As early as A.D. 1519-20, Cortés 
sent Gonzalo de Umbria on an exploratory mission 

into the Mixteca with maps and guides provided by 
Moctezuma. In A.D. 1522-3, Cortés sent Pedro de 
Alvarado with a sizable force to pacify Tututepec, and 
Spanish dominion of the region was successfully 
established (Spores [1967] 68-70).

Throughout the sixteenth century, Mixtec royalty 
continued to be recognized by the Spaniards as natural 
lords (señores naturales) of city-states and were still 
accorded tribute and labor services from barrios and 
subject communities. Marital alliances among the 
royalty of different city-states continued and princi
ples of succession still prevailed. Likewise, native 
rulers continued to control the best farmlands which 
Spaniards regarded as mayorazgos or entailed estates 
(Chance [1997]). Capacity to conduct warfare, how
ever, was eliminated and disputes underwent litigation 
in Spanish courts. The Spaniards also instituted 
the Indian town council (cabildo) composed of a 
governor, two alcaldes, four regidores, and a group 
of lesser officials (Spores [1967] 121). Spaniards 
exercised more direct control through the Spanish 
institutions of encomiendas, alcaldías mayores, and 
corregimientos (Chance [1997]). Certainly the most 
pervasive force of Spaniards to enter the Mixteca 
were the Dominicans, whose work to actively combat 
and eradicate Mixtec religion led to the evangelization 
of the region (Spores [1967] 87).

While these factors brought about the end of tradi
tional Mixtec city-state culture, the Colonial culture 
which emerged was by no means purely Spanish. 
Mixtec rulers were quick to adapt to many aspects of 
Spanish culture. They embraced the Catholic church, 
were baptized and took Spanish names; adopted 
Spanish dress; learned to speak, read, and write 
Spanish; and became adept at using the written law 
and entering into the mercantile economy (Chance 
[1997] 167-8). Don Gabriel de Guzmán, the Mixtec 
ruler of Yanhuitlán in A.D. 1558, was described by 
the Spaniards as a man who “. . . was an exemplary 
Christian, spoke Spanish, wore the clothing of a 
Spaniard, was known Throughout New Spain’, and 
was said to be as honest, righteous, and intelligent a 
man as any Spaniard” (Spores [1967] 136).

Mixtec rulers, however, were bicultural. “They 
brought Indian and Spanish worlds together, using 
their contacts in one to strengthen their position in the 
other” (Chance [1997] 162). As late as A.D. 1764, 
through the ancient strategy of marital alliances, the 
caciques of Tlaxiaco, Don Martin Villagomez and his 
wife, who were fluent in Spanish and Mixtec, jointly 
held title to 31 cacicazgos or former city-states; and, 
in A.D. 1804 a Villagomez grandson and his wife still 
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jointly controlled 10 titles (Chance [1997] 173-4). 
Indeed, as Monaghan ([1997] 271) notes, . some of 
the same ideological forms that supported cacique 
power in the colonial and pre-columbian period were 
extant in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies.” Mixtec city-state culture, although gone, has 
left its distinctively Mixtec pattern on the region to 
this day (Chance [1997] 174).
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Aztec City-States1

Michael E. Smith

Central Mexico before the Spanish conquest was the 
setting for two extended cycles of sociopolitical evo
lution. These cycles, which lasted for several cen
turies, were characterized by population increase, the 
spread of complex urban society across the landscape, 
and the growth of powerful states. Only the second 
cycle, culminating in Aztec society as encountered by 
Hernando Cortés in 1519, was characterized by a city- 
state culture. The first cycle involved the growth of 
Classic-period Teotihuacan, a territorial state whose 
large urban capital ruled a small empire in central 
Mexico. The fall of Teotihuacan around AD 700 initi
ated some four centuries of political decentralization 
and ruralization of settlement.

By the twelfth century, central Mexico had become 
a rural backwater with few urban centers. Into this 
context arrived the Aztec peoples, migrating from a 
north Mexican homeland. The Aztecs settled through
out central Mexico and immediately initiated the 
process of establishing city-states. These small poli
ties prospered for several centuries, maintaining their 
existence and importance even when conquered suc
cessively by the Aztec and Spanish empires. From the 
perspective of comparative city-state cultures, several 
features of the central Mexican case stand out as dis
tinctive: (1) city-states developed not during the initial 
development of complex society but during a later, 
second cycle of development; (2) city-states main
tained their integration and significance even under 
the rule of powerful and expanding empires; and (3) 
Aztec city-states were only one manifestation of a 
broad process of city-state development that occurred 
throughout the entire region of Mesoamerica in the 
Postclassic period.

Hansen’s concept of “city-state culture” (supra 16- 
17) provides a fruitful approach to understanding the 
nature and significance of Aztec city-states. Since the 
landmark publication of Griffith & Thomas (1981), 
scholars have recognized that what is most distinctive 
and significant about city-states in comparative per
spective is not their form or size, but rather the fact 
they occur in groups or systems of interacting units. 
Several theoretical frameworks developed in anthro

pology in the 1970s and 1980s focused on the interac
tions among small political units as crucial elements 
in the overall dynamics of social change in agrarian 
societies (Adams [1975]; Price [1977]; Renfrew & 
Cherry [1986]). The concept of city-state culture 
builds on this earlier work and highlights the most 
interesting and dynamic aspects of city-states cross- 
culturally.

Approaches to city-states that focus on form alone, 
with insufficient consideration of processes of interac
tion or city-state culture, fall into the danger of in
cluding nearly all examples of ancient states. The 
recent book, The Archaeology of City-States: Cross- 
Cultural Approaches (Nichols & Charlton [1997]) 
exemplifies this problem. Chapters are included on 
ancient Egypt and coastal Peru, two areas that did not 
exhibit city-states, and in one article the huge territo
rial state of Teotihuacan is considered under the city- 
state label (Charlton & Nichols [1997]). This over
inclusiveness depletes the concept of its comparative 
utility and obscures the dynamics that make city-state 
systems distinctive. Although past comparative 
studies have emphasized the occurrence of city-states 
in interacting groups (Griffith & Thomas [1981]; 
Mann [1986]; Trigger [1993]), Hansen’s model of 
city-state culture is the first general, comparative 
approach to place this crucial feature at the center of 
attention.

In this paper I review archaeological and historical 
evidence on Aztec city-states and city-state culture 
within the framework established by Hansen (supra 
16-19). The Aztec data fit Hansen’s criteria quite well, 
and the Aztec case shares many characteristics with 
other city-state cultures described in this volume. 
Before presenting the Aztec case in detail, I first 
review the nature of the evidence and the history of 
research on Aztec city-states.2

Research on Aztec City-States
Before proceeding I should make explicit my use of 
the term “Aztec”. This word, which is a modern 
scholarly construct (based on a native term), was not
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Fig. 1. Map of the 
extent of Aztec city- 
state culture in central 
Mexico.

used by any peoples to refer to themselves. The 
Nahuatl-speaking peoples of highland central Mexico 
were divided into a number of ethnic groups, of which 
the Mexica of Tenochtitlan are the best known. Some 
scholars use the term Aztecs to refer only to the 
Mexica ethnic group, and others limit their considera
tion to the one million inhabitants of the Valley of 
Mexico. I prefer to expand the concept to cover all of 
the Nahuatl speakers of central Mexico during the 
final four centuries before the Spanish conquest. 
These peoples shared a common culture, of which 
city-state organization was a significant component. 
In the first century after the Spanish conquest, many 
aspects of this shared culture continued to thrive, and 
James Lockhart (1992) uses the term “Nahuas” to 
refer to these peoples. My use of Aztecs parallels this 
usage, but for the pre-Spanish period.

The city-state concept applied to the Aztecs. Schol
arship on Aztec political organization was long hin
dered by some serious errors made by two influential 
nineteenth-century scholars - Louis Henry Morgan 

(1878) and Adolf Bandalier (1880). These scholars 
misclassified the Aztecs as an egalitarian tribal 
society similar to the Iroquois of North America. It 
was not until 1931 that Manuel Moreno proved them 
wrong by demonstrating the existence of state-level 
institutions in Aztec society (Moreno [1931]). Other 
scholars quickly accepted Moreno’s conclusions, and 
before long published evidence supporting the model 
of Aztec state-level institutions was extensive (e.g., 
Bernal [1962]; Vaillant [1941]).

When scholarship turned toward comparative 
issues in the 1970s, the concept of city-state was 
widely applied to the Aztec altepetl (e.g., Bray 
[1972]; Calnek [1978]; Licate [1980]). In recent years 
this usage has become standard among anthropolo
gists (e.g., Berdan et al. [1996]; Charlton et al. [1991]; 
Hodge [1984], [1997]; Smith [1996]). Many histo
rians, on the other hand, follow a tradition of highly 
empirical scholarship that focuses on native terms and 
concepts and eschews such cross-cultural labels (e.g., 
Gibson [1964]; Lockhart [1992]; López Austin 
[1974]; Schroeder [1991]). Although these scholars 
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do not employ the term city-state, their research pro
vides some of the best evidence for the nature of 
Aztec city-states. The following discussion of the 
types of evidence available on Aztec city-states offers 
the opportunity to review briefly the history of 
research on the topic.

Clues from Aztec native history. The rulers of Aztec 
city-states were strongly concerned with the history of 
their dynasty, and they employed several forms of pic
torial documents to record their past. Although very 
few of these documents, known as “codices”, survive 
from the pre-Spanish period, scribes continued to 
paint such histories in the ancient style after the 
Spanish conquest and many of these have survived. 
Three types of Aztec painted histories are known: car
tographic histories that employ maps to describe 
events; event-oriented histories that depict important 
events; and continuous year-count annals that consist 
of an unbroken line of year symbols with images of 
important events connected by lines to their appro
priate year (Boone [1994], [1999]). Early Spanish 
chroniclers such as the priests Sahagún and Durán 
consulted these painted documents and interviewed 
Aztec nobles and historians to produce narrative 
accounts of native history. Aztec dynastic history is 
concerned with the accession, deeds, and deaths of 
kings, and with information on wars of conquest, 
migrations, major rituals, and other topics.

Although all city-states maintained their own native 
historical accounts, the great majority of the surviving 
examples come from the Mexica dynasty of Tenochti- 
tlan. These sources permit scholars to reconstruct the 
history of the Mexica (in their own biased words) 
from poor wandering group to rulers of an empire 
(e.g., Davies [1973]). Recent studies using native his
torical sources to analyze political events at Tenoch- 
titlan include Carrasco (1996) and Graulich (1994). 
Although many of the events and processes in 
Tenochtitlan’s history were probably shared by other 
Aztec city-states, this polity was clearly the most 
unusual Aztec state, limiting the usefulness of most 
native historical accounts for a general understanding 
of Aztec city-states.

Spanish administrative documents. To avoid the 
biases of Mexica official history, scholars turned their 
attention to Spanish administrative documents from 
the early colonial period. Records of lawsuits, official 
inquiries, and other documents provide a wealth of 
information on city-states outside of Tenochtitlan. 
Two approaches may be identified within this body of 

research. The first approach concentrates on a small 
number of city-states for which extensive early colo
nial documentary sources are available. Charles 
Gibson (1964) pioneered this approach, and the most 
extensive study is Mary Hodge’s Aztec City-States 
(1984), in which documents from five city-states 
(Amecameca, Cuauhtitlan, Xochimilco, Coyoacan, 
and Teotihuacan) are used to examine the internal 
political organization of each, their relationships with 
Tenochtitlan, and the nature of variation among the 
five examples. Among Hodge’s findings are a high 
degree of complexity in hierarchical relationships 
among and within city-states. Powerful city-states 
dominated their weaker neighbors without destroying 
their governments, and conquest by Tenochtitlan 
resulted in a variety of types of tributary and adminis
trative organization. In later studies Hodge ([1994], 
[1997]) developed her analyses more fully, adding 
archaeological data from the surface reconnaissance 
projects of Sanders et al. (1979). Other studies in this 
tradition include Cline (1986) and Horn (1997).

A second approach to the analysis of administrative 
documents considers a limited range of widely-avail- 
able documents to reconstruct political and territorial 
organization over large areas. Peter Gerhard’s (1972) 
massive survey, based on extensive archival research, 
is the most complete study of this type. He also pub
lished a methodological paper on the reconstruction of 
city-state territories in Morelos (Gerhard [1970]), a 
study that was later incorporated into my own analysis 
of Morelos city-states (Smith [1994]). Frances Berdan 
and I analyzed local territorial organization in the 
outer provinces of the Aztec empire using a range of 
published administrative documents (Berdan et al. 
[1996] Appendix 4). This study, discussed at greater 
length below, suggested that city-states were the norm 
not just in central Mexico but throughout the entire 
area of the Aztec empire.

The Aztec concept Altepetl. Another line of research, 
developed primarily by historian James Lockhart and 
his students (Haskett [1991]; Lockhart [1992]; 
Schroeder [1991]), involves the use of early Spanish- 
period administrative documents written in Nahuatl 
(the Aztec language). This extensive corpus reveals 
considerable detail about native concepts and views of 
Aztec city-states. Altepetl, defined by Lockhart 
([1992] 14) as “an organization of people holding 
sway over a given territory”, is the Nahuatl term usu
ally translated as “city-state”. These units continued 
to function in local administration well after the 
Spanish conquest, and Nahuatl-language documents 
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from the first century of Spanish rule provide a wealth 
of information on local social and economic life in the 
altepetl.

Lockhart develops a model of Nahuatl social organ
ization that he calls “cellular or modular organiza
tion”, in which there is a “tendency to create larger 
wholes by the aggregation of parts that remain rela
tively separate and self-contained brought together by 
their common function and similarity” (Lockhart 
[1992] 436). In the case of the altepetl, the larger 
whole consists of an aggregation of smaller, inter
nally-stratified social units known as calpolli that join 
together as equivalent components. Lockhart’s model 
has interesting implications for the head town of the 
altepetl. Instead of a hierarchical structure where a 
unit of one type - the capital - controls subordinate 
units of another type, the head town consists of the 
combined head settlements of the constituent calpolli. 
The ruler of the altepetl, known as a tlatoani, was the 
head of the most influential calpolli.7’

Archaeological contributions. Recent archaeolog
ical fieldwork has illuminated several aspects of 
Aztec city-states and city-state culture. Mary Hodge 
([1994], [1997]) combined archaeological survey 
results with documentary data to reconstruct the sizes 
and territorial organization of city-states in the Valley 
of Mexico. Timothy Hare (1998) is continuing this 
line of research, using more advanced spatial methods 
including Geographical Information Systems. The 
economic organization of city-states, although less 
heavily emphasized in the study of the poleis and 
other Old World city-states, occupies much of the 
attention of archaeologists working on Aztec polities. 
Intensive surface collections at Huexotla (Brumfiel 
[1980]; Brumfiel [1987a]) and Otumba (Charlton et 
al. [1991]) reveal differentiation in the extent of craft 
production and specialization in city-state centers in 
the Valley of Mexico. My own excavations of houses 
at Yautepec in Morelos reveal aspects of household 
organization, social class structure, urban economics, 
and ritual patterns at one city-state center (Smith 
[1996], [1997b]). Analyses of architecture and arti
facts reveal the extent of cultural similarities and dif
ferences among Aztec city-states (Hodge [1998]).

Antecedents and Chronology
The first state-level society in central Mexico was 
based at the large urban center of Teotihuacan (Cow
gill [1997]; Millon [1981]). This large metropolis (ca. 
150,000 inhabitants) flourished during the Classic 

period (ca. AD 100-700) as the center of a modest 
empire in central Mexico. The Classic period wit
nessed a major demographic peak in central Mexico 
as areas were drawn into the political and economic 
sphere of Teotihuacan. The economic and stylistic 
influence of this city extended far beyond central 
Mexico; obsidian tools produced at Teotihuacan have 
been found at sites throughout Mesoamerica and ele
ments of Teotihuacan architectural style and iconog
raphy were adopted by many foreign peoples, particu
larly the lowland Maya (see Grube, supra 553-6).

The fall of Teotihuacan (several centuries before 
the fall of the Classic Maya city-states) led to the rise 
of a number of smaller and shorter-lived militaristic 
states ruled from impressive hilltop fortress-cities 
such as Xochicalco, Cacaxtla, and Teotenango. These 
polities in turn collapsed around AD 900, ushering in 
the Early Postclassic, or Toltec period. This was a 
period of population decline and ruralization of settle
ment in most areas, although large cities did flourish 
at Tula and Cholula. Tula was the home of the Toltec 
civilization, a culture that the Aztecs looked back to as 
revered ancestors. Aztec historical accounts contain 
mythological descriptions of the great achievements 
of the Toltecs, but these accounts are contradicted by 
the modest archaeological finds at Tula (Diehl [1983]; 
Healan [1989]).

Tula and Toltec culture collapsed toward the end of 
the twelfth century, at about the time that the Aztec 
peoples were moving into central Mexico from a 
northern homeland. These migrants arrived in central 
Mexico at a time of low population and abundant 
land, and people settled throughout the rich valleys of 
highland central Mexico, spreading the Nahuatl lan
guage. This influx of new population signaled the 
start of the Early Aztec period, AD 1150-1350 (Table 
1). The leaders of the immigrant groups established 
dynasties whose legitimacy derived from their descent 
from the Toltec kings. A system of numerous small 
city-states developed, each with a hereditary king 
(called a tlatoani) who ruled from a town or small 
city, a hereditary nobility who aided the king, and a 
mass of commoners who lived scattered throughout 
the farmland that surrounded the capital. The archaeo
logical chronology of the Aztec period is summarized 
in Table 1 ; see the papers in Fowler (1996) for recent 
research on the topic.

The Early Aztec peoples were divided into a 
number of different ethnic groups, each located in its 
own region of central Mexico. The Mexica of 
Tenochtitlan were the best-known of these groups, 
which also included the Acolhua of Texcoco, the
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Table 1. Archaeological chronology for Aztec city- 
states.

Period Dates Conditions

Toltec
Early Aztec
Late Aztec-A
Late Aztec-B

950-1150
1150-1350
1350-1430
1430-1520

Sparse rural settlement 
Growth of city-states 
Political consolidation 
Expansion of Aztec empire

Tepanecs of Azcapotzalco, and other groups such as 
the Chalca, Xochimilca, Tlahuica, and Tlaxcalteca. 
These ethnic groups all spoke Nahuatl, and they 
shared a common Aztec culture that was expressed in 
religious, economic, social, and political institutions 
and practices.

The start of the Late Aztec period (AD 1350-1520) 
was marked by a population explosion. The Aztec 
population grew from around 500,000 persons to over 
3,000,000. The entire landscape of central Mexico 
was filled in by settlements, and agricultural practices 
were greatly intensified to feed the growing popula
tion. Competition among city-states escalated, and by 
1400 many of them came under the control of small- 
scale empires centered at Azcapotzalco, Texcoco, 
Cuauhnahuac, and a few other cities. In a major war in 
1428, Tenochtitlan overthrew Azcapotzalco and 
joined with Texcoco and Tlacopan to form the Triple 
Alliance or Aztec empire. The division of the Late 
Aztec period into two subphases, called A and B., 
coincides with this event. The empire immediately 
began a process of expansion by military conquest. 
By the time Cortés arrived in 1519, the Mexica had 
emerged as the dominant force behind the empire and 
vast quantities of tribute Bowed into Tenochtitlan 
from all parts of northern and central Mesoamerica.

Because of the vast size and richness of the empire, 
descriptions of the Aztecs (from the time of the 
Spanish conquest to the present) stress the empire and 
imperial institutions in discussions of Aztec political 
organization. This can be misleading, however, for the 
city-state remained the primary unit of political organ
ization even under the Aztec empire. The empire was 
of “hegemonic” form, employing indirect control of 
its provinces (Berdan et al. [1996]; Hassig [1985]), 
and local kings and institutions were generally left 
alone as long as they cooperated by sending tribute 
payments to Tenochtitlan. Within most of its territory, 
the Aztec empire can be viewed as an overlay upon a 
foundation of city-states who retained their self-gov
ernment in the face of reduced external autonomy. 
The Mexica of Tenochtitlan gained considerable

Sources: Hodge (1997); Smith (1994)

Table 2. Mean Aztec city-state size.
Note: Area is given in km2, density in persons per 
km2.

Category #cases Population Area Density

Valley of Mexico
Major polity 1 40,400 120 340
Regular city-state 10 13,500 90 150
Morelos
Major polity 4 56,100 90 620
Regular city-state 11 7,200 70 100

power by the start of the sixteenth century, and under 
their final tlatoani, Motecuhzoma II, they were 
engaged in a program of political consolidation within 
the Valley of Mexico. The Mexica were trying to turn 
the Valley of Mexico into a more tightly integrated 
state with less power wielded by the local kings, but 
this process was only incipient (Berdan et al. [1996]; 
Graulich [1994]), and it only affected the Valley of 
Mexico. In sum, the city-state remained the dominant 
political form throughout the Aztec empire.

Description of Aztec City-States
There were about 50 city-states in the Valley of 
Mexico at the time of the Spanish conquest, and 
Morelos was the setting for another 60 city-states.

Size. The sizes of Aztec city-states varied with the 
political hierarchy and with location. Table 2 presents 
mean data on a sample of city-states whose sizes have 
been estimated from documentary and archaeological 
data. The highly atypical city-state of Tenochtitlan is 
not included in this table. Hodge’s ([1997], [1994]) 
data are from the eastern Valley of Mexico; the major 
polity there is Texcoco (Fig. 2). My own research in 
Morelos is also represented (Smith [1994]; Gerhard 
[1970]); the major polities included here are Cuauh
nahuac, Yautepec, Huaxtepec, and Yacapitztlan. The 
Morelos city-states are smaller in both area and popu
lation than their counterparts in the Valley of Mexico. 
The mean population of the major polities in Morelos 
are greater than Texcoco because they had much 
denser rural populations.

Urbanization, territory, and settlement patterns. 
Most Aztec cities today lie buried under modem 
towns of the same name. Because of the destruction of 
the Spanish conquest and later colonial and modern 
urban expansion, few are available for archaeological
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Fig. 2. Map of city-state territories in the southeast Basin of Mexico 
showing the locations of Late Aztec archaeological sites. From 
Mary G. Hodge, “When is a City-State? Archaeological Measures 
of Aztec City-States and Aztec City-State Systems” in The Archae
ology of City-States, edited by Deborah L. Nichols and Thomas H. 
Charlton (1997); copyright © 1977 by the Smithsonian Institution 
Press. Used by permission of the publisher.

study today. The lower levels of modern urbanization 
and industrialization outside of the Valley of Mexico 
makes the situation better in areas like Morelos, 
Toluca and Puebla. There are extensive documentary 
descriptions of Tenochtitlan, but the imperial capital 
was highly atypical and this information is of little 
help in understanding the nature of smaller Aztec 
cities and towns. Nearly all Aztec cities were the cap
itals of city-states. There are few if any cases of a 
polity with more than one large urban settlement. The 
few cases of major cities that were not capitals were 
former city-state capitals whose kingship status had 
been eliminated by the Aztec empire.

Aztec cities exhibit an ancient Mesoamerican form 
of urban planning in which cities had a carefully 
planned urban core with large stone buildings, sur
rounded by an unplanned sprawling residential area 
(Smith [1997a]). The typical Aztec city was centered 
on a large, open public plaza. The temple-pyramid of 

the city’s patron deity was found on the east side of 
the plaza, with its stairway facing the plaza. The 
palace of the king, a ballcourt, and sometimes other 
civic structures occupied the other sides of the plaza. 
These impressive stone buildings shared a common 
orientation, often roughly aligned with the cardinal 
directions. Outside this urban core, houses and patio 
groups were scattered around, with open areas 
probably containing fields or gardens located between 
houses (Smith [1996] chapter 8). It is interesting to 
note that there is no Nahuatl term for “city”. In the 
native view, it was the altepetl or city-state that 
loomed important in people’s minds. The city was 
simply the place where the palace of the ruler hap
pened to be located.

Tenochtitlan presents another story altogether. 
Located on an island in Lake Texcoco, the city prob
ably started out much like other Aztec urban centers. 
Once the Aztec empire was founded, however, the 
Mexica kings deliberately set out to rebuild Tenochti
tlan in the mold of Teotihuacan and Tula, the great 
ancient imperial capitals in central Mexico (as noted 
above, Tula was almost certainly not an imperial cap
ital, although the Aztecs thought that it had been). 
They established a strict grid pattern of planning 
(these are the only three central Mexican cities with 
such grids) and took specific elements of the architec
ture and sculpture from these earlier capitals and 
incorporated them into the design of the center of 
Tenochtitlan (Umberger [1987], [1996]). In contrast 
to the traditional open plaza, the Mexica walled off a 
large sacred precinct with numerous temples, shrines, 
and other religious and imperial buildings, including 
the huge Templo Mayor; the royal palaces were then 
built outside of this sacred precinct. As a result of this 
imperial redesign and its huge size, Tenochtitlan was 
atypical of Aztec urban centers. More information 
may be found in Calnek ([1974], [1976]) and de Rojas 
(1986).

Table 3. Mean Aztec city size.
Note: Area is given in ha, density in persons per ha.

Category #cases Population Area Density

Valley of Mexico
Tenochtitlan 1 212,500 1350 160
Texcoco 1 24,000 450 50
City-state centres 13 9,100 200 60
Morelos
Major capitals 4 18,400 - -
City-state centres 6 2,900 13 118

Source: Smith et al. (1994).
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Like polity size, the size of Aztec cities varied with 
political hierarchy and location (Table 3). Cities were 
larger in the Valley of Mexico than in Morelos, and 
they contained a much higher proportion of the city- 
state’s population as well; an average of 74% of the 
population lived in the capital in the former area, com
pared to only 40% in Morelos. Rural settlement varied 
more by environmental zone than by area. Settlement 
in highly productive irrigated farmland tended to be 
more nucleated (to preserve land for cultivation), 
whereas settlement in hilly terraced areas tended to be 
dispersed with individual households and household 
groups living among their terraces (Smith & Price 
[1994]).

One interesting feature of Aztec territorial organi
zation is that the members of distinct city-states some
times lived interspersed among one another (Gibson 
[1964] 44-7). This is illustrated by the city-states of 
Teotihuacan, Acolman, and Tepexpan in the Teoti
huacan Valley of the Basin of Mexico (Fig. 3). This 
case shows that city-states did not consist of con
tiguous blocks of territory with firm borders, but 
rather were composed of people and settlements that 
were subject to the polity’s king (Lockhart [1992]). 
This principle also worked on higher levels. For 
example, the Yautepec conquest-state, consisting of 
city-states subject to the king of Yautepec, included 
one polity - Huitzillan - that was separated from the 
rest of the area by an intervening city-state not subject 
to Yautepec (Smith [1994]). At the highest level, the 
towns and polities subject to the Aztec empire did not 
constitute a single contiguous territory; areas of con
trol were separated from other such areas by enemy 
states, unconquered neutral areas, and sparsely inhab
ited remote areas. This situation closely resembles the 
“place-specific” system of the Classic Maya as dis
cussed by Grube (supra 552); perhaps this is an 
ancient and basic pattern of territory in Mesoamerica.

Social classes. The structure and dynamics of Aztec 
city-states cannot be understood without reference to 
their class structure. The Aztec nobility was a heredi
tary group that owned the land and controlled city- 
state government. There was considerable variation in 
wealth and power within the Aztec nobility, based 
upon the political level of the city-state and the close
ness of kinship ties to kings. The top nobility lived in 
large, sumptuous palaces with numerous servants and 
clients, whereas the lowest nobles probably lived a 
life little different from many commoners. The 
nobility was strictly endogamous, and marriages that 
crossed city-state lines were the norm (see the discus-
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Fig. 3. Map of interspersed subject settlements of three Aztec city- 
states in the Teotihuacan Valley of the Basin of Mexico. From 
Charles Gibson, The Aztecs Under Spanish Rule: A History of the 
Indians of the Valley of Mexico, 1519-1810 . Stanford University 
Press, Stanford (1964) p. 46. Used by permission of the publisher.

sion of city-state relations below). Nobles composed 
less than 5% of the population of most city-states. The 
class interests of the Aztec nobility transcended city- 
state and imperial organization, and nobles from inde
pendent polities (including polities at war) cooperated 
with one another to preserve and promote their power 
and privileges. I have argued (Smith [1986]) that the 
Mexica rulers promoted political distinctions among 
city-states in order to hide the extent of inter-polity 
interaction among the ruling class.

One feature in the definition of the extent of a city- 
state would be the lands controlled by nobles subject 
to the king. Our understanding of Aztec land tenure 
has changed significantly in the past two decades. 
Earlier scholars distinguished the lands of the nobility 
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from lands controlled by calpolli, an organization of 
commoners who allocated the use of common prop
erty. As a result of research on Nahuatl-language doc
uments by Lockhart (1992), Carrasco (1976) and 
others, we now know that nobles also exerted some 
form of control over the land and labor of the calpolli, 
and they therefore played a highly influential, if not 
controlling, role in the allocation and use of all cate
gories of land.

Everyone in Aztec society, except the Mexica 
emperor, paid tribute of some form. Tribute consisted 
of goods (agricultural and manufactured) and labor 
service. All commoners were subject to a noble, some 
to a local low-ranking noble and some directly to a 
powerful noble or king. There was a variety of social 
statuses among commoners, ranging from slaves (a 
minor category) to “serfs” (landless workers heavily 
dependent upon a noble) to calpolli members (rela
tively free commoners with access to their own fields 
by virtue of their membership in a calpolli). Lower- 
ranking nobles paid tribute to their king, and they 
relied upon the labor of their own commoner subjects 
to obtain or produce their tribute goods. Finally, kings 
paid tribute to other kings; in some cases they were 
subject to a more powerful polity, and in others to the 
Aztec empire.

Economy. As noted above, land and labor were for 
the most part controlled by the nobility. But alongside 
the tribute network existed a flourishing commercial 
economy based in the marketplaces. This sector of the 
economy was far more open and less subject to polit
ical control than were land and labor. Every Aztec set
tlement, from the largest city to the smallest village, 
had a marketplace. Low-order markets in small settle
ments met periodically (every 5 days in the Aztec cal
endar) and offered a small range of necessities. Mar
kets in city-state centers met either periodically or 
daily, and the highest-order markets in large cities met 
daily. Tenochtitlan’s main market, located in its twin
city Tlatelolco, completely awed the early Spanish 
conquerors. Cortés wrote that 60,000 people attended 
this market every day, and his list of goods and serv
ices for sale goes on for several pages (for Aztec mar
kets, see Berdan [1985]; Berdan [1988]; Smith [1996] 
chapter 5). Commercial purchases were facilitated by 
the use of several forms of money. Small cacao beans 
served for minor purchases, and cotton textiles of a 
standard size were used for larger purchases (these 
textiles were also the primary item of tribute at all 
levels). Several types of professional merchants 
worked out of the marketplaces, including the famous 

pochteca. Merchants also ran the markets, serving as 
judges for disputes. The market system was one of the 
major institutions linking groups of nearby city-states 
into a common cultural and economic unit.

The role of craft production and specialization in 
Aztec city-states is a topic of current archaeological 
research. There appears to have been considerable 
variation, even within the city-states of the Valley of 
Mexico. Brumfiel ([1980], [1987b], [1991]) found 
rather low levels of utilitarian craft production at the 
city-state centers of Huexotla and Xaltocan, whereas 
Otumba was a craft production center on a major 
scale, with numerous workshops producing obsidian 
blades, bifaces, and jewelry; figurines and other 
ceramic items, grinding stones; and textiles of cotton 
and maguey (Charlton et al. [1991]). Brumfiel 
(1987b) has suggested that most utilitarian goods 
were produced by part-time rural artisans working for 
the market, whereas luxury goods (such as feather
work, stone sculpture, and gold jewelry) were pro
duced by full-time artisans attached to noble house
holds. With the possible exception of Otumba, this 
model fits the available data quite well.

Religion. With the exception of the deliberate manip
ulation of imperial religion by the Mexica in the Late 
Aztec-B period (see below), the basic patterns of cults 
and deities appear to have been similar in most city- 
states. Each city-state had one or more patron gods. 
The large temple-pyramids where these were wor
shipped differed little from one city to another. Rituals 
of human sacrifice were common at all of these tem
ples, and other ritual activities, such as burning 
incense using long-handled censers, were also widely 
shared. Alongside the well-described public religion 
was an active program of domestic ritual using small 
ceramic figurines, incense burners, and other items; 
again, these artifacts are highly similar in all parts of 
Aztec central Mexico (although there are minor 
regional variations). Like marketplace trade, religion 
was an important force binding together the various 
polities that composed Aztec city-state culture.

In the Late Aztec-B period, the Mexica deliberately 
set out to transform Aztec religion into an imperial 
religion that glorified and justified their rule. For 
example, they attempted to raise their patron god 
Huitzilopochtli, originally a minor deity, into a high 
creator god by modifying myths and rituals. The 
Mexica reinforced the linkage between warfare, sacri
fice, and personal glory among soldiers in order to co
opt the lower nobility of the Valley of Mexico into 
their political mission (Brumfiel [1998]). These trans
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formations had little effect on basic city-state religion 
outside of Tenochtitlan, however.

Government. City-states were ruled by a tlatoani, or 
king. Kings were chosen from among the male mem
bers of the royal dynasty by a council of high nobles. 
Succession was most commonly father-to-son, or 
brother-to-brother. Eligible nobles had to have distin
guished themselves in warfare to be considered for 
kingship, and one component of the lengthy sequence 
of installation ceremonies was a special military expe
dition to gain captives for sacrifice. Kings were 
expected to lead their forces into battle. Kings were 
heavily concerned with their ancestry and legitimacy, 
and they kept painted histories that showed their 
predecessors. The Aztec kings modified the ancient 
traditional format of these histories to devise a new 
form, the continuous year-count annal (Boone [1994]) 
that effectively kept track of events and royal 
ancestors with respect to the year-count calendar.

Kings were assisted by high-ranking nobles who 
organized various aspects of city-state government. 
The titles of some of these positions have survived, 
but outside of the Mexica we have little concrete 
information on their precise duties. There were 
judges, tribute collectors, high-ranking military offi
cers, and general royal advisors. One unusual aspect 
of city-state government was the existence of polities 
with more than one tlatoani operating at a single city; 
recorded cases have two or four kings (Hicks [1986]; 
van Zantwijk [1985]). Rather than viewing these as 
polities with multiple kings, it makes more sense to 
view them as separate polities (i.e., separate altepetl) 
that happen to share an urban center. The place- 
oriented, or center-oriented nature of Aztec city- 
states makes this situation understandable.

Citizenship and political identity. The concept of 
citizenship, derived from the Greek case, is not appli
cable to Aztec city-states. Membership in polities was 
defined in terms of relations of subordination to 
nobles. The population of a city-state consisted of all 
of the persons, commoners and nobles alike, who 
were subjects of the king. Nobles clearly had more 
personal rights and freedoms than commoners, but 
apart from the basic divisions of social class, all of the 
members of the altepetl can be considered as equiva
lent city-state members. Recent immigrants and resi
dent foreigners were considered members of a local 
neighborhood. They paid tribute to their local lord and 
were therefore members of the city-state alongside the 
ancient members.

Aztec City-State Culture
The historical and archaeological data on Aztec city- 
states and their social and cultural context provide a 
good example of Hansen’s model of city-state culture. 

Common culture. Nahuatl was the dominant lan
guage for all of the Aztec city-states. Although there 
were minor dialectical differences within the region 
(Canger [1988]), speakers from one part of central 
Mexico had little or no difficulty understanding those 
from other areas. There was little linguistic distinction 
among the various Nahuatl ethnic groups. Other lin
guistic groups were present; some of these were rem
nants of the original populations before the arrival of 
the Nahuatl speakers (e.g., Otomi in the northern 
Valley of Mexico), and others were immigrants in the 
final centuries before the Spanish conquest (e.g., Mix
tees in Tenochtitlan). Nevertheless, Nahuatl was the 
“lingua franca” for diverse groups in both central 
Mexico and the outer imperial provinces.

Archaeology furnishes evidence of a number of ele
ments of common culture and provides time depth to 
our understanding of regional cultural patterns. I have 
suggested the existence of a “Central Mexican Post
classic Ceramic Tradition” (Smith [n.d.a]), a distinc
tive association of ceramic forms and wares that char
acterizes sites in central Mexico in the Early and Late 
Aztec periods. Although ceramics were manufactured 
separately in each region of central Mexico and local 
wares are usually easily distinguishable, the various 
regions share a number of traits that indicate similar 
patterns of food preparation, serving of food and 
drink, and domestic ritual. There were also common 
patterns in the architecture of temples and elite resi
dences across Aztec central Mexico.

Distinctive regional patterns of material culture 
existed within the larger framework of Aztec city- 
state culture. For example, I have identified two levels 
of material patterning in the distinctive polychrome 
painted ceramics of Aztec-period Morelos (Smith 
[n.d.a]). At the larger level, members of the Tlahuica 
ethnic group throughout the area of Morelos produced 
and used several kinds of ceramics decorated in the 
“Tlahuica polychrome style” that is easily differenti
ated from ceramic styles in the Valley of Mexico and 
other regions of central Mexico. This style cut across 
the various city-states and conquest-states of Morelos. 
On a smaller scale, regions within the Tlahuica area 
produced vessels with distinctive varieties of the 
Tlahuica polychrome style, and these were traded 
both within and between polities. One could view the 
Tlahuica area of Morelos as a small-scale city-state 
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culture within the larger Aztec city-state culture. The 
Tlahuica culture was integrated by common ethnicity, 
as expressed in the Tlahuica polychrome style, and by 
marketplace exchange of decorated ceramics and 
other goods.

Developmental context. State-level societies had 
been present in central Mexico for well over a millen
nium when the migrating Aztec peoples arrived in the 
Valley of Mexico. Nevertheless, the immediately pre
ceding Toltec period was a time of low populations 
and few large urban centers. Archaeological surveys 
show that this was the most heavily ruralized time in 
the entire history of the Valley of Mexico (Sanders et 
al. [1979] 138). Unfortunately there is little concrete 
evidence for political organization at this time. Many 
scholars have accepted Aztec myths at face value to 
the effect that the Toltecs controlled a powerful 
empire. Yet when a set of objective material correlates 
of ancient empires is applied to the Toltec case, it 
becomes clear that there is no evidence for such an 
empire, unlike the cases of Teotihuacan and Tenochti- 
tlan where there is abundant material evidence for 
empires and imperialism (Smith & Montiel [n.d.]). 
The most likely scenario is that the Toltec polity was a 
localized small state, and that other parts of central 
Mexico were characterized by weak, decentralized 
polities. Aztec city-state culture was thus preceded 
not by the “pre-state” conditions of Hansen’s model 
{supra 17, 4a), but rather by conditions of low popula
tions with weak polities and few cities.

The arrival of the Aztec migrants in the twelfth cen
tury was accompanied by the immediate establish
ment of city-states, and this began a four-century 
period of sustained economic prosperity in central 
Mexico. After a five-century period of arid condi
tions, rainfall increased after AD 1100 (Metcalfe et al. 
[1989]; O’Hara et al. [1994]). This return to wetter 
conditions was accompanied by a major population 
surge throughout central Mexico (Smith [1996] 59- 
64), due partly to the Aztec migrations and partly to 
natural increase. Settlement expanded across the land
scape along with intensified agricultural methods, 
including canal irrigation on riverplains, raised fields 
{chinampas) in swamps, and stone terracing on the 
innumerable hillsides.

Commerce expanded through the operation of sev
eral institutions, including periodic marketplaces, sev
eral types of professional merchants, and the use of 
currency. Archaeologists have documented extensive 
trade in ceramics, obsidian, textiles, salt, bronze, jade, 
and many other goods. These imported goods, in

cluding many costly items, found their way to the 
houses of commoners as well as elites, and to rural as 
well as urban settlements. Elaborate painted ceramic 
serving ware was heavily traded in the markets, and 
virtually all domestic groups in my excavations had 
access to imported serving ware from several foreign 
areas. For example, the fanciest decorated ceramics in 
central Mexico were polychrome serving vessels from 
Cholula, which were the only vessels that the Mexica 
emperor Motecuhzoma would use for his meals. Yet 
sherds of this ceramic type turn up in even the 
smallest peasant house in Morelos. The overall 
impression from my excavations of Aztec houses in 
Morelos is one of economic prosperity (Smith 
[1997b]), and this judgment can probably be applied 
to other areas as well.

The Early Aztec period was a time of significant 
urbanization in central Mexico There was a near-com
plete disjunction in settlement location between the 
Toltec and Early Aztec periods; in other words, most 
Toltec sites were abandoned, and the Aztec peoples 
established new settlements in other locations. Some 
Early Aztec city-state centers were probably relatively 
small towns with low-level urban functions, but 
others quickly grew into large cities with impressive 
public architecture (examples of large Early Aztec 
cities include Tenayuca and Teopanzolco). In short, 
this was a time of significant urbanization in central 
Mexico.

By the Late Aztec-B period, the period of pros
perity was coming to a close. In many areas popula
tions continued to grow beyond a safe level, and con
ditions of famine and malnutrition set it. Although 
scholars have debated the level of health, nutrition, 
and physical well-being of the Aztecs, it now appears 
that there were significant problems in the final cen
tury before the Spanish conquest. Famines were a reg
ular occurrence, and a large portion of the commoner 
population was probably at risk during seasons of less 
than normal rainfall (Whitmore & Williams [1998]). 
This coincides with the attempts of the Mexica rulers 
to consolidate their control and strip nearby city-state 
kings in the Valley of Mexico of much of their power 
(Graulich [1994]), a process that was still only incip
ient when Cortés and his army arrived in 1519.

Relations among city-states. Nearby city-states 
engaged in several types of peaceful interactions. 
Individual city-states were not self-sufficient, and 
trade across polity borders was commonplace. It was 
probably not unusual for people to travel to a market 
in an adjacent city-state (see discussion of markets 
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above). City-state nobles engaged in a number of 
types of interaction with their counterparts in other 
polities. Marriages across city-state lines was 
common, and among royalty such marriages forged 
carefully-arranged alliances. A basic pattern was for a 
king to marry the daughter of a higher-ranking king 
(Carrasco [1984]). The rise to power of the Mexica 
can be traced by the nature of their royal marriages. 
Early in their history, before defeating the Tepanecs, 
the Mexica king Huitzilihuitl married daughters of 
virtually all of the powerful Aztec kings. After 
achieving imperial success, however, the situation 
was reversed and kings all over Mesoamerica wanted 
to marry the daughters of the Mexica rulers. Nobles 
also visited one another across city-state lines. State 
ceremonies such as coronations, royal funerals, and 
temple dedications were occasions for large gather
ings of nobles from diverse city-states. These events 
included ceremonial gift-giving, banquets, theatrical 
presentations, speeches, and other customs of hospi
tality and friendship.

Not all relations among city-states were peaceful, 
however. Kings constantly led their armies to battle 
against their neighbors. The goal of these wars was to 
defeat another king and force him to pay tribute. 
Defeated kings were left in office and their govern
ments were rarely interfered with - they merely had to 
pay a set amount of tribute, arranged at a ceremony 
after the battle. As in most city-state cultures, the 
Aztec political and military situation was quite 
dynamic and volatile. Alliances were formed and 
broken, subject polities turned the tables on their 
superiors, intrigue was endemic, and no political situ
ation was stable for long. As time went on, however, 
higher levels of organization crystallized in many 
areas as groups of nearby city-states became linked 
together through alliances and/or conquests. Unfortu
nately our knowledge of these structures is minimal. 
Eventually the Aztec empire was formed out of the 
same dynamics, and its organization is much better 
known.

Hodge ([1984] 139-140, [1997]) has termed groups 
of related city-states in the Valley of Mexico “confed
erations”. She notes that “confederations, or leagues, 
had long-standing diplomatic interaction and were 
formed for mutual defense” (Hodge [1984] 139). The 
locations of those confederations correspond closely 
to the major Aztec ethnic groups in the Valley of 
Mexico (Hodge [1997] 213). In the Late Aztec-A 
period, two of these groups - the Acolhua based in 
Texcoco and the Tepaneca based in Azcapotzalco - 
conquered most of their neighbors to achieve the 

status of small empires. This was the context of the 
Tepanec war in which the Mexica defeated the 
Tepaneca and established their empire. The traditional 
interpretation of the empire as a “triple alliance” of 
Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan, (another ex
ample of a super-city-state alliance structure) has 
recently been challenged by Susan Gillespie (1998), 
who sees it as a post-conquest invention that masks 
the dominant role played by Tenochtitlan all along. In 
Morelos, I have termed super-city-state groups con
quest-states, since they seem to have arisen through 
military expansion. The major capitals, such as 
Cuauhnahuac and Yautepec, conquered nearby city- 
states and forced them to pay tribute while leaving 
their dynasties in place.

There appear to have been several forms of these 
hierarchical structures in existence, some formed by 
conquest and some through alliances. In all cases, the 
constituent city-states retained their internal govern
ment and local control so long as they paid tribute to 
the superordinate polity. This pattem is similar to that 
proposed by Grube {supra 549-50) for the Classic 
Maya. In comparing the Aztec and Maya cases, there 
may be an analogy between the Aztec institution of 
kingship, the tlatoani, and the Maya institution of 
the emblem glyph. Both cases fit Hansen’s general 
city-state model that stresses self-government but not 
independence as the essential characteristic of city- 
states and city-state cultures.

City-State, Empire, and World System
The wider context of Aztec city-states. As noted 
above, the expansion of the Aztec empire did not lead 
to the destruction of its subject city-states. In fact, 
Aztec imperialism may have strengthened city-state 
rule in the provinces. The methods of indirect control 
used by the empire are well known (Berdan et al. 
[1996]; Carrasco [1996]; Hassig [1985]; Hassig 
[1988]), and can be summarized by saying that con
quered kings were left in power as long as they coop
erated with the empire by paying their quota of 
tribute. In fact, conquered kings may have benefited 
from their participation in the empire (Smith [1986]). 
The empire seems to have supported its subject kings 
if their rule was threatened, and there are cases of 
local conquest-states continuing to expand by con
quest even after incorporation into the empire. Impe
rial tribute demands were simply passed on to a king’s 
noble and commoner subjects. A king could raise his 
local tribute levies beyond imperial quotas while safe 
in the knowledge that the empire would help support 
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his reign against dissent. The political reforms of 
Motecuhzoma II that were designed to centralize rule 
at Tenochtitlan at the expense of Valley of Mexico 
city-states had only begun when Cortés arrived, and 
city-states remained strong.

The Aztec empire was not the only large-scale 
institution affecting city-states. Aztec central Mexico 
was an active participant in a larger Mesoamerican 
world system (Carmack [1996]; Smith [n.d.b]; Smith 
& Berdan [2000]). I should note here that I use Chase- 
Dunn & Hall’s (1997) world systems approach for 
precapitalist societies (see also Abu-Lughod [1989]) 
rather than Wallerstein’s (1974) original formulation 
which has questionable usefulness for the ancient 
world. The Postclassic Mesoamerican world system 
involved the extensive exchange of goods and ideas 
over long distances and across political borders. There 
was a higher volume of long-distance commerce in 
Postclassic times than in earlier periods, and distinc
tive polychrome painting styles and iconographie 
symbols spread over much of Mesoamerica. This eco
nomic and stylistic interaction had significant impacts 
on local societies throughout Mesoamerica.

The Basin of Mexico was one of several core zones 
within the Mesoamerican world system. Compared to 
peripheral regions, this zone had higher populations, 
more economic activity, more extensive urbanization, 
and larger, more powerful polities. One of the major 
effects of the growth of long-distance commerce in 
Postclassic Mesoamerica was to contribute to the gen
eral situation of economic prosperity by furthering 
local production and exchange. The conditions of 
prosperity described above for Aztec city-states both 
contributed to the operation of the larger world system 
and benefited from world system processes. In my 
own archaeological research on Aztec households in 
Morelos, I have identified the sudden appearance of 
exotic imports (bronze tools from west Mexico and 
jade jewelry from southern Mesoamerica) in the Late 
Aztec-A phase with the entry of this area into the 
Postclassic world system. This process had a greater 
effect on households than did conquest by the Aztec 
empire (in the Late Aztec-B period). The former 
process was part of a significant trend of prosperity 
and economic expansion involving new access to 
exotic luxury goods, greater quantities of inter
mediate-distance imports such as decorated pottery 
and obsidian, and increased production of cotton tex
tiles and other goods. Conquest by the Aztec empire 
was marked by a decline in imported goods along 
with continued increases in textile production (at least 
partially in response to increased tribute demands), 

but these changes were of lower magnitude than the 
earlier changes (Smith [n.d.b]).

The Postclassic world system also affected soci
eties in other parts of Mesoamerica, and it may have 
contributed to the development of city-state cultures 
in many regions.

Other city-state cultures in postclassic Meso
america. The limited evidence available from other 
regions of Mesoamerica in Postclassic times suggests 
that city-states were the predominant political form in 
many or most areas. In our research for the book, 
Aztec Imperial Strategies (Berdan et al. [1996]), Fran
ces Berdan and I examined published administrative 
documents for the entire territory of the Aztec empire. 
Although the evidence is thin for many areas, the 
Relaciones Geográficas (Acuña [1984-87]) are a stan
dardized, informative source, and Gerhard (1972) has 
summarized many unpublished archival documents. 
Our goal was to reconstruct local territorial organiza
tion in each area, and then to examine the impact of 
Aztec imperialism. We found that small polities or 
city-states were the norm for almost the entire area of 
the Aztec empire. Most regions contained one or more 
major languages and a common regional culture, but 
were divided up into numerous small polities, each 
ruled by a king. Multiple-level hierarchies of city- 
states were not uncommon, with the regular pattern of 
subordinate polities retaining their kings while paying 
tribute to the dominant king. These regional units 
were probably city-state cultures. We identified and 
mapped over 500 individual city-states in the outer 
provinces of the Aztec empire.

The Mixtec of Oaxaca are the best-documented 
Postclassic city-state culture after the Aztecs (see 
Lind, supra 567-80). For other areas of Postclassic 
Mesoamerica outside of the Aztec empire the picture 
is less clear. Small Late Postclassic polities in 
northern Yucatan have received considerable attention 
from ethnohistorians. Roys (1972) identified several 
types of these polities varying in their degree of polit
ical complexity and cohesion. Labelled with the 
unfortunate term “provinces” in the literature (Marcus 
[1993]; Roys [1972]), these polities appear to 
resemble city-states in many ways. The expansionist 
Postclassic Maya polities of highland Guatemala were 
larger than most Postclassic city-states, and they 
tended to coincide with language groups (Carmack 
[1981]; Fox [1987]); for these reasons the city-state 
model may not apply here. With the exception of the 
Tarascan core zone around Lake Pátzcuaro in Mi
choacan, the political situation in Postclassic western 
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Mexico is poorly known. The Pátzcuaro Basin was 
divided into several competing polities that resemble 
city-states, but the expansion of the strongly-central
ized Tarascan empire based in Tzintzuntzan appears 
to have destroyed the city-state system in this area 
(Pollard [1993]; Pollard [1997]).

In summary, city-state cultures characterized much, 
but not all, of Mesoamerica in Postclassic times. The 
widespread growth of exchange and interaction in the 
Postclassic world system was both a cause and a con
sequence of expanding prosperity in many areas, and 
this prosperity was one of the conditions that stimu
lated the development of city-states and city-state cul
tures.

The end of Aztec city-states. Aztec city-states did 
not come to an end with the Spanish conquest. The 
establishment of Spanish rule in Mesoamerica ended 
some of the practices and institutions of city-states, 
particularly in the realms of warfare and state religion. 
But many other features lived on. Control of many 
local affairs continued to reside in the altepetl, which 
survived as a dynamic if changed institution under 
Spanish rule (Lockhart [1992]). In drawing up polit
ical boundaries in the colony of New Spain (for 
encomiendas, towns, etc.) the Spaniards relied exten
sively on pre-existing territorial structures. This prac
tice promoted the continued functioning of aspects of 
city-states, and it also helps scholars reconstruct city- 
state territories from early colonial documents. In 
many areas these territorial structures were quite long- 
lived (Hunt & Nash [1967]), and today many 
municipio (township) borders in central Mexico can 
be traced back to Aztec city-states. But while impor
tant aspects of Aztec city-states survived the Spanish 
conquest, Aztec city-state culture did not survive. 
Spanish New Spain was a colony of a western terri
torial empire, and those aspects of city-states that 
continued to function did so only within the confines 
of Spanish political control.

Notes
1. I would like to thank Mogens Herman Hansen for his invitation 

to participate in the symposium on city-states and for his intel
lectual leadership at the symposium. I also thank Mogens and the 
other members of the Copenhagen Polis Centre for their hospi
tality. My co-participants are appreciated for their stimulating 
discussions and comparative insights. My understanding of 
Aztec city-states has benefited greatly from discussions over the 
years with Frances Berdan, Elizabeth Brumfiel, Thomas 
Charlton, Timothy Hare, the late Mary Hodge, Deborah Nichols, 

and Susan Evans. I dedicate this paper to the memory of the late 
Mary G. Hodge, pioneer scholar of Aztec city-states.

2. Additional documentation of many of the points made in this 
paper may be found in Smith (1996) and Hodge (1984), (1997).

3. Among the many insights generated by Lockhart’s research on 
Nahuatl-language documents is the correction of a long-standing 
fallacy that plagues many general accounts of Aztec society. 
When Spanish administrators and chroniclers asked the Aztec 
nobility about their duties and obligations in pre-conquest times, 
the nobles responded that they had been exempt from tribute. 
This lie has made its way into the historical literature on the 
Aztecs, where many recent works state that commoners paid 
tribute but nobles did not. Nahuatl-language documents studied 
by Lockhart, however, make it clear that Aztec nobles did indeed 
pay tribute in ancient times (Lockhart [1992] 106). Their descen
dents lied to the Spaniards for their own benefit, and the 
Spaniards went along, either through ignorance or because they 
needed the cooperation of the native nobility in order to govern 
their new colony effectively.
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Conclusion
The Impact of City-State Cultures on World History

Mogens Herman Hansen

The Concept of City-State
The purpose of this study has been to clarify the con
cept of city-state and to describe the essential charac
teristics by which city-states differ from other types of 
state. To assess the results of our investigations we 
must compare the descriptions of the concepts of city- 
state and city-state culture presented in the introduc
tion pp. 16-9 with previous descriptions of what a 
city-state is, and in this context it seems important to 
distinguish between three different approaches. One is 
to study one individual city-state culture and to use 
the term city-state synonymously with the term for 
state used by the people in question, e.g. Greek polis, 
or Latin civitas, or Nahuah altepetl, or Yoruba llu, etc. 
The second is to construct a model of the city-state by 
focusing on one specific city-state culture, e.g. the 
Sumerian, whose characteristics are then extrapolated 
and applied to other city-state cultures. The third ap
proach is from the outset to study a number of city- 
state cultures and then to construct a model on the 
basis of all the city-state cultures which have been 
examined.

The first approach needs no further comment in this 
context,1 and the two other approaches are not neces
sarily opposed. In fact, the third can be seen as a fur
ther development of the second. One starts by 
studying one city-state culture and then looks for 
others with similar characteristics. The inclusion of 
further examples leads to a revision and generalisation 
of the initial model, which again may lead to inclusion 
of further examples, etc. etc. If the idiosyncratic char
acteristics of the original model are carefully elimi
nated in the process, the result is a general model, an 
ideal type which is never identical with any of the 
examples under examination. This method is, in short, 
a typical instance of what Gadamer calls a herme
neutic circle ([1972] 275-83 et alibi).

(A) The three city-state cultures which are com
monly used as the basis for constructing a general 
concept of city-state are the Sumerian, the Hellenic 

and the Italian. It suffices here to list one prominent 
example of each.

(1) In The Emergence of Civilization (1990) Charles 
Maisels distinguishes between two types of state: the 
city-state and the village-state. Long sections of the 
book are devoted to the city-state and, apart from a 
very short passage about the Greek city-states (11-12, 
307-9) it is the Sumerian city-states of the 4th and 3rd 
millennium B.C. which serve as the point of departure 
for the model ( 131 -98, 269-74, 310-12).

(2) Colin Renfrew and John Cherry selected the 
Greek poleis as their example of how city-state cul
tures can illustrate their principle of peer polity inter
action (Renfrew & Cherry [1986] 10-15, cf. 47-58).

(3) Peter Burke wrote the chapter on city-states in 
J.A. Hall (ed.), States in History (1986), and he chose 
the Medieval and Renaissance Italian città as the point 
of departure for his description of what a typical city- 
state is (140-3).

(B) There are fewer examples of the comparative 
approach and the following list of four studies, though 
not exhaustive, represents, I think, the milestones.

( 1 ) The first representative of this approach is, not 
unexpectedly, Arnold J. Toynbee. In Cities on the 
Move (1970) the second chapter is devoted to city- 
states, and here (44) Toynbee claims that “A city-state 
may be defined as a state in which there is only a 
single city or in which a single city is so superior in 
terms of population and power to any minor cities that 
may be included in its territory that this one city’s 
paramountcy in the state is indisputable.”2 The city- 
state cultures on which this minimum definition is 
based are the Mesopotamian, Phoenician, Philistine, 
Greek, Roman, Northern Italian, Southern French and 
Northern German (The Hanseatic League). There is 
no mention of city-state cultures outside Europe and 
the Near East.

(2) While Toynbee devoted just one chapter to the 
city-state a much more ambitious comparative study 
was attempted by R. Griffeth and C. Thomas, The 
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City-State in Five Cultures (1981). The five cultures 
studied are the Sumerian, Greek, Italian, Swiss & 
German, and Hausa. Griffeth and Thomas are fully 
aware of the fact that these five cultures are just a 
sample and that many others might have been in
cluded (185, 202). What constitutes a city-state is, in 
their opinion, a usually walled city with a hinterland 
(in order to ensure economic self-sufficiency). In a 
city-state there is a fundamental sense of shared lan
guage, culture and history with other units like it in 
the same region; the smallness of scale is emphasised, 
and, finally, independence is regarded as the most 
important aspect of the city-state (Griffeth & Thomas 
[1981] xiii-xx, 181-207).

(3) In a short, but influential account published in 
1993 Bruce Trigger, like Charles Maisels, distin
guishes between two basic types of state: “city-state 
systems” and “territorial states”. A city-state system is 
defined as a network of adjacent city-states and a city- 
state is a state centred on a capital city which pos
sesses a territory of a few hundred square kilometres 
and a population of from less than 1,000 to over 
100,000 inhabitants. Considerable numbers of 
farmers lived in the city behind the walls, but the city 
was also a centre of craft production, craft specializa
tion and commercial exchange. Warfare between city- 
states occurred all the time, but when city-states con
quered their neighbours, they normally compelled 
them to pay tribute but left their political institutions 
intact, preferring to rule indirectly. The four city-state 
systems on which this model is based are the 
Sumerian, the Aztec, the Maya and the Yoruba (Trig
ger [1993] 8-14).3

(4) The fourth major comparative study of the con
cept of city-state is Deborah Nichols and Thomas 
Charlton (eds.), The Archaeology of City-States. Cross 
Cultural Approaches (1997). It is both broader and 
narrower than the other three studies. It is broader, in 
my opinion too broad, by including a higher number 
of city-state cultures, i.e. those of Mesopotamia, 
Egypt (dynasty 0), the Indus culture (Harappan 
phase), China (during the Shang and Zhou dynasties), 
Greece, Okinawa, the Maya, Central Mexico from ca. 
1700 B.C. to ca. 1600 A.D., and Peru.4 It is narrower 
by focusing on city-state cultures which are princi
pally (but far from exclusively) known from their 
archaeological remains. The definition of city-state 
advanced by Charlton and Nichols runs as follows: 
“In general we understand city-states to be small, ter
ritorially based, politically independent state systems, 
characterized by a capital city or town, with an eco
nomically and socially integrated adjacent hinterland.

The whole unit, city plus hinterlands, is relatively 
self-sufficient economically and perceived as being 
ethnically distinct from other similar city-state sys
tems. City-states frequently, but not inevitably, occur 
in groups of fairly evenly spaced units of approxi
mately equivalent size.”

The present study is based on the research pro
gramme of the Copenhagen Polis Centre5 and carried 
out under its auspices. The main objectives of the 
investigation have been:

(a) To distinguish the concept of city-state from the 
concept of city-state culture, thereby relegating iso
lated city-states from our investigation and stressing 
the interaction between city-states as an indispensable 
characteristic.

(b) To offer a polythetic description of both con
cepts, thereby replacing definitions of the concepts 
with what can reasonably be called Weberian ideal 
types.

(c) To take the criterion of small size seriously and, 
accordingly, to exclude early states such as Teoti
huacan in Mexico and Harappa in the Indus valley. In 
both cases we have an urbanised macro-state with a 
territory of over 100,000 km2, not a micro-state con
sisting of a city with its immediate hinterland.6

(d) To reject independence (usually equated with 
autonomy) and economic self-sufficiency as essential 
characteristics of the concept of city-state. Instead, we 
want to introduce the concept of the dependent city- 
state alongside the concept of the independent city- 
state, and to emphasise trade between city and 
country, between city-states in a city-state culture, and 
between a city-state culture and neighbouring civilisa
tions as essential factors. Thus, in our model of the 
city-state, economic interaction has replaced autarky 
as one of the basic characteristics.

(e) To present a more comprehensive study by in
cluding thirty city-state cultures, plus a few other civil
isations which have some features in common with a 
city-state culture but too few to deserve inclusion.7

Criticism of the Concept of City-State
So far it has been taken for granted that the concept of 
city-state is universally accepted and that all problems 
concern how to optimise its intension and delimit its 
extension. We must now address the issue that there 
are some sholars who are hostile to the concept of 
city-state and want to get rid of both the notion and 
the term. Their criticism can conveniently be sub
sumed under two headings: (a) it is believed that the 
term city-state was coined to describe the ancient 
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Greek polis and that, therefore, the concept of city- 
state is too narrowly linked to the concept of polis to 
be of any value outside the classical Greek world, (b) 
The other objection is that urban civilisations split up 
into many small states are so different from one 
another that any attempt to generalise and construe a 
city-state concept which covers them all must result in 
a dilution of the concept. Characteristics truly shared 
by all such civilisations are so few and commonplace 
that the concept becomes meaningless.

I believe that both objections can be countered; and 
the best way of doing it is, I think, to quote and dis
cuss the most recent attack on the term and the con
cept, viz. Joyce Marcus and Gary Fineman’s introduc
tion to Archaic States (1998): a “term many partici
pants would like to see phased out is ‘city-state’. This 
term came into widespread use as a kind of English 
synonym for the Greek polis (Burke 1986; Griffeth 
and Thomas 1981; Jones 1981). There are two prob
lems with its use: (1) many Aegaean specialists do not 
believe that the polis was a state at all, and (2) many 
of the polities all over the world to which the term has 
been applied do not resemble the Greek polis. The 
polis has been defined as a democratic and self-suffi
cient polity in which the majority of towns and vil
lages had a high decree of autonomy and very little 
economic control over their citizens (Snodgrass). 
Almost no society to which this term has been applied 
in Mesoamerica (for example) fits this definition. 
Many of the seminar participants (and indeed many of 
our colleagues elsewhere) would gladly scrap the 
term. As Peter Burke (1986: 151) writes, ‘the choice 
is between giving the concept up or resigning oneself 
to using it imprecisely’” (8-9).

I strongly oppose this attempt to eliminate the con
cept of city-state, and I have the following comments.

(a) City-state and Polis - 
Two Different Concepts
(1) The English term city-state is a translation of the 
German term Stadtstaat which was invented to 
describe the early Roman res publica or civitas, not 
the Greek polis* Admittedly, it was soon transferred 
to Greek history, but not exclusively. The association 
with the Roman concept of civitas was retained 
(Fowler [1893]; Cornell [1995]), and the concept of 
city-state {Stadtstaat) was soon applied to the me
dieval Italian cities (Pflugk-Harttung [1889] 398; von 
Below [1898] 16 et alibi) and some of the ancient 
Near Eastern communities (Weber [ 1921/1972] 739 et 
alibi). The parallel between the early Roman civitas 

and the Mzâb cities in northern Sahara was pointed 
out already by Masqueray in (1886) 221-58.

(2) It is true that some historians of ancient Greece 
dissociate the concept of polis from the concept of 
state.9 They adopt the view advocated by many politi
cal scientists that state is a modern notion, and that it is 
nonsense to speak about “states” in descriptions of an
cient societies.10 Consequently, these historians, if 
asked, are prone to be as hostile to Marcus’ and Fine- 
man’s notion of “archaic states” as they are to the idea 
that the polis is a state. It must be noted, however, that 
their distinction between polis and state is based on the 
simplistic view that the ancient polis was identical 
with the body politic whereas the modem state is, first 
of all, identical with its government. Such a view does 
not take into account that the body politic is an impor
tant aspect of the modern state,11 and that government 
was an important aspect of the ancient polis (Hansen 
[1998] 64-7). It is worth noting that classicists with a 
professional background in sociology have had no 
qualms about applying the concept of state in their de
scription of the polis. One example is Moses Finley 
(1983) 8-9. His problem was rather whether the polis 
could be truly described as an urbanised society, i.e. as 
a “city”.12 Another example is Fustel de Coulanges 
([1864] 280-6), who claimed that the Greek polis and 
the Roman civitas were indeed states, but states per
vading all aspects of human life; what the Greeks and 
Romans did not have was a concept of individual free
dom in a civil society, distinguished from the state.

(3) It is true that a high degree of autonomy - usu
ally equated with independence - is commonly asso
ciated with the concept of polish but in actual fact it 
fits, e.g., the Italian città much better than the Greek 
polis: a città which lost its independence lost its iden
tity as a state {supra 277, 289). But independence was 
not a sine qua non for being a polis. Many poleis were 
in fact dependencies of various kinds and are correctly 
described in our sources as being poleis hypekooi, i.e. 
dependent poleis {supra 170). Furthermore, if, for the 
sake of argument, we accept autonomy as an essential 
aspect of the polis, no opposition between polis 
and state can be established in this respect, since 
autonomy = independence is commonly singled out as 
a characteristic of the state {infra 606-7).

(4) It is a mistake to hold that the polis has been 
defined as a democratic polity. In all accounts of the 
polis, from Aristotle and to the present day, it has been 
acknowledged that some poleis were democracies, 
some were oligarchies and some were monarchies 
{supra 165-6). The specific form of constitution was 
not an essential aspect of the polis as such.
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(5) It is true that the polis is often defined as an 
(economically) self-sufficient polity.14 This view can 
be traced back to Aristotle’s Politics, but the interpre
tation of Aristotelian autarky as essentially economic 
self-sufficiency is a modem misrepresentation of what 
Aristotle actually says.15

To conclude, it is misguided to discard the concept 
of city-state on the grounds that it is just the concept 
of polis in disguise and, accordingly, cannot be used 
to describe the political units found in other civilisa
tions. Moreover, although ancient Greek history has 
traditionally played a prominent part in the debate 
over what a city-state is, the concept has spread in this 
century to descriptions of, first, ancient Near-Eastern 
and medieval European communities, and in connec
tion with this process it has been transformed and 
stripped of the aspects specifically connected with the 
concept of polis. I would say that in comparative 
studies which use one civilisation as the point of 
departure the Italian città ranks as high or perhaps 
even higher than the Greek polis. In studies by archae
ologists, the polis is central. In studies by historians 
the Italian city-states seem to prevail. Second, during 
the last fifty years the concept of city-state has been 
applied with increasing frequency to Asian, African 
and Mesoamerican civilisations (see infra 604 with 
notes 32-4). Once again we sometimes meet, in a 
wider context, the objection that a concept developed 
to describe one civilisation is erroneously transferred 
to descriptions of civilisations of a totally different 
character. This time the objection is not just that the 
concept of city-state is the concept of the ancient 
Greek polis in disguise. Here the point is rather that it 
is a concept invented by European and North Amer
ican historians and thus reflects a “western” interpre
tation of the civilisations of other continents. This line 
of argument has been adduced by, for example, some 
Nigerian and Chinese historians. The Nigerian histo
rians want to emphasise the Islamic aspects of African 
civilisation. The Chinese prefer a Marxist interpreta
tion of early China as a feudal society.16 The relevant 
chapters of this volume show, I think, that the hostility 
towards the concept of city-state has been a drawback 
which unnecessarily has obstructed comparative 
studies of the present type.

(b) The Alleged Imprecision of 
the Concept of City-State
The other objection is more serious and can only be 
countered by some general reflections on what a con
cept is. In history - as well as in all other fields of 

research - all concepts and all classifications are by 
necessity artificial grids pressed down upon a fluid 
world that has no “natural” dividing lines. So when
ever we make use of a historical concept and investi
gate the cone of light it sheds on the evidence, we dis
cover that the concept fits the evidence to perfection 
when applied to the denotata in the centre but less 
well as we move towards the periphery. And there is 
never a sharp demarcating line which separates the 
peripheral denotata from the peripheral denotata of 
neighbouring concepts. Thus, when we examine the 
denotata subsumed under a pair of opposed concepts - 
such as “town versus village” or “monarchy versus 
republic” or “state versus stateless society” - we in
variably find a grey zone in which the denotata of the 
two allegedly opposed concepts do in fact overlap. If 
this overlap is taken as an indication that one’s con
cepts are muddled and ought to be either adjusted or 
discarded, the result would be the demolition of all 
concepts and the end of all analysis of empirical data. 
Instead, matching the intension of a concept with its 
extension, we must focus first on the denotata close to 
the centre, and then, moving towards the periphery, 
we must simply allow a certain overlap with other 
concepts. On the other hand, to treat the central deno
tata only and just to ignore the peripheral ones would 
lead to a serious distortion of the analysis. One must 
investigate where the grey zones are and why they 
appear. This book is entitled A Comparative Study of 
Thirty City-State Cultures, but it comprises descrip
tions of thirty-four cultures and references to several 
more which share some of the characteristics of the 
concept of city-state culture as defined in the Intro
duction, but, in my opinion, not enough to be sub
sumed under the concept.

This method applies to all concepts studied in rela
tion to their denotata. But not all concepts used by his
torians, however, are of the same kind: some are 
invented by the historians themselves sitting in their 
studies and are almost unknown outside universities, 
whereas others are developed and imposed by people 
in consequence of their living in society so that these 
concepts become an essential component of social 
life. The first set of concepts, often called heuristic 
concepts, are just for better understanding and ana
lysing the history of mankind. Concepts of the second 
type have a life of their own. The obvious example to 
quote in this context is, of course, the concept of city- 
state as against the concept of state. “City-State” is a 
purely heuristic concept, probably invented in 1840 
by a Danish professor of Latin (supra 599 with n. 8), 
later adopted by historians, archaeologists, anthropol- 
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ogists and students of political science, but never used 
by anybody who lived in a “city-state” to describe the 
society in question; and the concept of city-state has 
never been an issue in politics. “State” on the other 
hand is a concept which is important not just for 
understanding history, but for history in the sense of a 
course of events.17 It is one which the Europeans have 
forced upon the entire world so that the globe today is 
subdivided into some 190 territorial states of which 
187 are members of the United Nations.18 In this case 
“grey zones” become red spots on any political map. 
It matters whether or not a political community is a 
state. Is Taiwan a state? and is there to be a Palestinian 
state? In these two cases the application of the concept 
of state has become an issue. The grey zone which a 
scholar might have allowed to persist can no longer be 
tolerated and is covered by concepts such as “an 
autonomous region” (which is not a state, see infra 
607). The question about the statehood of Taiwan and 
the Palestinians has become a major political issue 
which may result in wars and will undoubtedly affect 
the course of history.19

I shall return later to the fact that city-state is a purely 
heuristic concept used by scholars in the social 
sciences but nowhere else {infra 606). It is the centre
periphery distribution of the denotata I want to treat 
first and, as suggested above, I shall begin at the 
centre. There can be no denying that city-state is an 
incisive and very precise description of, e.g., ancient 
Athens, medieval Siena or modem Andorra. The 
problem is - as always - to determine the extent of the 
concept and to delimit the city-state against other 
forms of political community and urban society. The 
main issues can be subsumed under three headings: 
(1) size of territory and population; (2) size and nature 
of the urban centre; and (3) degree of self-government 
required in order to count as a polity rather than a 
municipality.

(1) Size of Territory and Population
Athens, Siena and Andorra all possess territories so 
small that one can walk from the centre to the frontier 
in less than one day. The territory is confined to the 
surrounding area of the urban centre. It is what in 
German is called the Umland rather than the Hinter
land. But how big can a city-state be before the identi
fication of territory with Umland breaks down so that 
the community loses its character of being a city- 
state? A modem example illustrates the problem.20 
Kalmytskaya is a republic to the north of the Cau
casus. Its population comes to ca. 320,000 and its ter

ritory to 76,000 km2. About a quarter of the popula
tion lives in the capital, Elista, and the republic has no 
other major urban centre. Is Kalmytskaya, then, a 
city-state? Certainly not. The size of the territory 
alone renders it impossible to retain even the remotest 
aspects of a face-to-face society. Kalmytskaya is a 
macro-state - a so-called “territorial” state - which 
happens to have only one major urban centre. No one 
has ever, I think, called Kalmytskaya a city-state. 
Nevertheless, it fits the definition of city-state advo
cated by Toynbee and quoted above 597. In my 
opinion, there is one essential criterion missing from 
Toynbee’s definition: a city-state is, essentially, a 
micro-state. With this further criterion added Kalmyt
skaya is not a city-state.

The other aspect of the size of the city-state con
cerns the population. As emphasised above the city- 
state is typically a small state, i.e. what we today call a 
micro-state. How big a population is compatible with 
being a micro-state? Most city-states have had a four- 
or five-digit number of inhabitants. A few city-states 
have had a population of over 100,000 persons. In 
such cases the character of being an urbanised micro
state may still have been preserved because the full 
citizens constituted only a fraction of the entire popu
lation. But when the population reaches a seven-digit 
number it is probably no longer appropriate to treat 
the community as a city-state. Singapore is a republic 
with a territory of 620 km2 consisting of one very 
large city and a small hinterland. So from the geo
graphical point of view it is obviously a city-state. But 
it has a population of close to three million persons. It 
is fairly often called a city-state,21 but in my opinion 
erroneously. Other similar cases are Hong-Kong (until 
1998), Hamburg (ca. 2,000,000 inhabitants) and Bre
men (ca. 750,000 inhabitants).

With Kalmytskaya and Singapore in mind, let me 
review the problematical city-states included in this 
investigation, and let me add that one important 
reason for the exclusion of the Harappan cities, the 
mahajanapada states, the Celtic oppida, and the 
Viking cities in Russia is the enormous size of the ter
ritories ruled by these urban centres.22

1. From its foundation ca. 825 B.C. and down to ca. 
450 Carthage was a city with a hinterland of, at most, a 
few thousand square kilometres (Ameling [1993] 248- 
9). During this period it was undoubtedly a city-state 
like the other Phoenician colonies. But between the 
mid-fifth and the third centuries B.C. it came to domi
nate long stretches of the coast of North Africa and 
Southern Spain and now possessed a territory of over 
100,000 km2. Furthermore, it controlled a good many 
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colonies in the Western Mediterranean (Niemeyer, 
supra 105). Aristotle’s description of Carthage in Poli
tics Book 2 Chapter 11 conveys the impression that the 
political organisation of the Carthagian state was like 
that of a Greek polis, which may be true, but it would 
be false to maintain that Carthage was still a city-state.

2. Almost all the Hellenic poleis had small territo
ries; but there were a few notable exceptions. Attika 
covers some 2,600 km2, and a citizen living in a 
remote village in eastern or southern Attika could 
reach Athens in a day’s walk. Athens was large, but 
not too large to qualify as a city-state. Sparta, on the 
other hand, ruled all of Lakedaimon and Messenia, a 
territory of altogether 8,400 km2, but all the Spartans 
lived near Sparta (Herodotos 8.234.2), and the rest of 
Lakedaimon and Messenia was dotted with between 
50 and 100 perioikic poleis (Shipley [1997]). Syra
cuse is another example of an oversized polis. At its 
zenith in the 4th century B.C. Syracuse ruled about 
half of Sicily, i.e. some 12,000 km2; but, again, inside 
the Syracusan territory were found a number of 
dependent poleis, and the political organisation of 
Syracuse itself was that of a polis (Lewis [1994]). In 
the eyes of the Greeks, Athens, Sparta and Syracuse 
were all poleis, and in spite of their large territories I 
find it justifiable to see them as city-states.

3. In 378 B.C. Roman territory had grown to 1,562 
km2 and the population to over 50,000 persons (Cor
nell, supra 215). So, both in size and population, 
Rome was still a city-state, but not for long. After the 
conclusion of the Latin War in 338 B.C. the territory 
ruled by Rome comprised ca. 5,500 km2 and supported 
a population of ca. 350,000 persons, and in 264 B.C. 
the territory covered 27,000 km2 inhabited by some 
900,000 persons (Cornell [1995] 380). But the city- 
state had not been transformed into a unified macro
state with Rome as the capital. The provinces ruled by 
Rome were dotted with dependent city-states, and the 
nascent Roman empire in Italy can still be conceived 
as a city-state culture, see infra 614.

4. In the 12th century North Italy was split up into 
several hundred small states, most of which were city- 
states. But in the course of the next three hundred 
years Firenze, Venezia and Milano extended their 
sphere of power by conquering all their neighbours. 
By contrast with most other city-state cultures the 
Italian did not allow the defeated city-states to persist 
as dependent city-states. They became just cities lying 
in the victorious city-state’s territory (Epstein, supra 
287). Thus, when the peace of Lodi was concluded in 
1454, Firenze, Milano and Venezia had become 
macro-states, with territories of, respectively, 12,000 

km2, 27,500 km2 and 35,000 km2, much too big to 
count as proper city-states. Firenze and Milano were 
principalities. Venezia, on the other hand, remained a 
republic and retained the political institutions created 
in the city-state period. The enfranchised part of the 
population was so small that all would know one 
another, and from this point of view the city-republic 
remained a city-state till 1797.

5. The Hausa Birane are another problematical case. 
“While the range in size varied as much as 10 to 13,000 
square miles for large states such as Kano and Zaria, 
many of the smaller states could claim no more than a 
few hundred square miles” (Griffeth, supra 489). - 
The smaller states, e.g. Rano, cause no problems, but 
Kano and Zaria seem to have had territories of some
thing between 26,000 and 34,000 km2. That is incom
patible with being a “city-state”, unless dependent 
city-states with their hinterland were situated within 
the territory of the large birane', but this does not seem 
to apply to the Hausa. Presumably Kano and Zaria 
were originally city-states which by conquest came to 
dominate a territory so large that the state was trans
formed from a city-state into a territorial macro-state.

6. Like Rome, the Aztec city-state culture devel
oped into a kind of macro-state ruled by an oversized 
former city-state. When Cortés came to Mexico the 
Aztec had been united into an empire ruled by the so- 
called Triple Alliance of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and 
Tlacopan. The empire covered a core territory of some 
18,000 km2, but dominated a region which was at least 
five times as large. The alliance, however, consisted 
of over 500 city-states, ruled by three hegemonial 
city-states (Smith, supra 582, 585, 592).23

In conclusion: many city-state cultures included 
city-states which succeeded in subjecting the neigh
bouring city-states and thereby acquired territories 
much too large for a proper city-state. In some cases 
the conquered city-states became dependent city- 
states and the result was a hierarchically organised 
network of independent and dependent city-states 
(Sparta, Syracuse, Rome, Tenochtitlan). But in other 
cases the conquered city-states became municipal 
towns lying in the territory of the victorious city-state, 
and the result was a fairly small macro-state, which 
often retained some of the institutions characteristic of 
a city-state but no longer functioned as a proper city- 
state (Carthage, Firenze, Venice).

(2) Size and Nature of the Urban Centre
Up to and including Max Weber, the city was believed 
to be an aspect of civilisation peculiar to the western 
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world, and this orthodoxy applied both to the physical 
and the socio-political aspects of urbanism.24 Max 
Weber argued that the oriental “cities” were essen
tially castles and royal palaces, sometimes with mar
kets and other elements of a city as an economic 
centre, but without the essential political aspect of 
being a community of citizens (Weber [1921/1972] 
733, 736-41). Weber’s model of the city, however, has 
since been revised in two important respects: (a) many 
ancient nucleated centres outside the European cul
tural sphere were in fact major habitation centres and 
not only ceremonial centres surrounded by the neces
sary number of dwellings to house those associated 
with the palace or the temple, (b) Many “oriental” 
cities were in fact political and administrative com
munities and in this respect not essentially different 
from the ancient and medieval cities in Europe.

Re a'. It is archaeological research which has paved 
the way for the study of urbanism as a global phenom
enon and led to a revision of Weber’s view of oriental 
cities as primarily castles, sanctuaries and palaces 
(Wilhelm [1997]). In this context it suffices to men
tion the excavations of large urban centres first in 
Mesopotamia (e.g. Ur, Babylon and Assur), then in 
the Indus valley (e.g. Harappa and Mohenjo Daro), 
and recently in Africa (e.g. Jenne-Jeno), in Meso
America (e.g. Tikal and Copan) and in the Far East 
(e.g. Chang’an and Luoyang).25 A proper under
standing of the new archaeological evidence was to 
some extent slowed down by the interpretation of the 
Mesopotamian urban centres as temple-cities (Schnei
der [1920]), a view which is now universally rejected 
as a misinterpretation (Glassner, supra 40-3; Mieroop 
[1997] 9); and the Maya centres were long taken to 
be monumental sanctuaries (Thompson [1954] 
57) before archaeologists began to focus on the 
surrounding habitation centres (Grube, supra 553-6). 
Thus, the physical evidence of nucleated centres 
could at first be adduced in support of Weber’s view 
that his ideal type of the city was peculiar to western 
civilisation; and an outright rejection of his opposition 
between the occidental and the oriental city is a recent 
development.26 Consequently, to have general studies 
of urbanisation exemplified not by Mediterranean, but 
by Mesoamerican, Near Eastern and Asian cities hap
pened only a generation ago with the work of, e.g., 
Adams (1966) and Wheatley (1971). The most recent 
study of the history of urbanisation covering the entire 
world is Southall (1998).

Re b: It is, inter alia, a more differentiated and 
nuanced understanding of the concept of the Islamic 
City which has resulted in a revision of Weber’s view 

that political institutions and autonomy are character
istics of the occidental city and not to be found outside 
the western cultural sphere. Urbanism is an essential 
aspect of Islamic society, and in consequence of the 
Arab conquests in the 7th century the Islamic city 
came to dominate the Middle East from Rabat to 
Isfahan.27 Many ancient Roman and Byzantine urban 
centres were changed into Islamic cities and new 
cities grew up everywhere. The pre-industrial Islamic 
city was characterised by the mosque in the centre, the 
religious schools in its neighbourhood; the market 
with its suqs', the citadel lying next to the defence cir
cuit; and the densely settled habitation areas, often 
subdivided into quarters, of which one was reserved 
for the ruling class and was sometimes centred on a 
palace.28 From an urbanistic and economic point of 
view the Islamic city fits Max Weber’s ideal type 
almost to perfection. But the political and administra
tive aspects of Weber’s ideal type are missing. The 
typical Islamic city was not a Stadtgemeinde\ it did 
not have an organised and self-conscious body of citi
zens, it did not have separate political institutions, and 
it did not possess autonomy either in the sense of 
independence or in the more restricted sense of self- 
government.29 Thus, in this respect Weber’s opposi
tion between the occidental and the oriental city is 
vindicated. The Islamic city was a city in the urban
istic sense only; it was not a self-governing commu
nity.

This picture of the Islamic city, however, fits the 
old centre of the Islamic world: the Middle East, 
North Africa and Spain.30 If we include Islamic civili
sations in Africa south of the Mediterranean coast and 
in the Far East there are notable exceptions. In Sahara 
each of the five, later seven, Mozabite cities was a 
political and administrative unit (Jaabiri & Yahia, 
supra 447-50). In West Africa south of the Sahara the 
Hausa were settled in a number of cities, and each city 
was both the urban and the political centre of a small 
community (Griffeth, supra 483-4). In East Africa 
along the coast of Kenya and Tanzania a dozen stone 
towns were inhabited by Swahili-speaking Muslims, 
and again the stone towns were political as well as 
urban centres (Sinclair, supra 479). In the far east the 
Malay port-cities were political communities as well 
as trade centres (Reid, supra 422-4). The concept of 
the Islamic city is not destroyed by these examples. 
They are, by and large, exceptions, and they are found 
outside the central area of Islamic civilisation, i.e. the 
Middle East.

So much for Max Weber’s ideal type of the ancient 
and medieval city as a Stadtgemeinde, i.e. as a polit- 
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ical and administrative centre. But the purely urban
isée criteria too sometimes have to be stretched to 
cover urban centres outside the European and Medi
terranean world. Many historic cities in America, 
Africa and Asia were open structures and often very 
different in appearance from contemporary European 
cities. They were less often protected by defensive 
walls than their European counterparts, and some of 
them were not so densely inhabited that the houses 
stood wall to wall. Among the nucleated centres 
which are relevant in this context the Malay and Maya 
“cities” can be adduced as examples.

In the Malay cities almost all buildings were lightly 
built of wood, matting and split-bamboo. Houses of 
this type were not built to last more than ten years or 
so. Their great disadvantage in an urban setting was 
susceptibility to fire, but when devastating fires did 
occur, whole quarters of the city were rebuilt in three 
or four days. Even the palaces of the ruler and prin
cipal court officials were built in this fashion but in a 
grander style. Since all buildings were surrounded by 
coconut and fruit trees, visitors from the crowded, 
walled cities of Europe and China tended to think the 
Malay variant were not real cities at all, but rather “an 
aggregate of villages”. Although the royal compound 
was often fortified, the city itself never was (Reid, 
supra 421).

By far the most problematical case is the Maya 
cities, which often had population densities of no more 
than ca. 6-10 persons per hectare. Tikal, for example, 
and its immdiate hinterland covered 120 km2. The 
total population of the central 9 km2 is calculated as 
ca. 8,000 during the late Classic. The remaining 111 
km2 of more rural areas within the “Tikal area” may 
have had a population of ca. 50,000 (Grube, supra 
556). Nevertheless, when contrasted with the hinter
land, the major Maya sites are recognisable as nucle
ated centres and judged according to their functions 
they may be - and often are - described as “cities” 
(Grube, supra 554). On the other hand, there can be 
no denying that by describing the Maya settlements as 
cities we have come close to the periphery of the con
cept of city in the sense of a nucleated settlement.31

Following Grube and Reid I believe that these 
“open” urban centres can reasonably be interpreted as 
counterparts of the European urban centres. Function
ally they were centres of trade, they gave rise to a con
siderable division of labour and specialisation of func
tion, and they were genuine Zentralorte in the eco
nomic sense of the term.

To conclude, we can safely dismiss Weber’s view 
that a city organised as a Stadtgemeinde was a phe

nomenon found in the western world only. His con
trast between die okzidentale Stadt and die oriental
ische Stadt has to be abandoned, and we must allow 
for cities which were political communities not only 
in Europe, but also in Asia, Africa and America.

The new interpretation of many nucleated centres 
outside Europe as both habitation centres and political 
communities has opened the historians’ eyes to the 
view that some of these cities were city-states, and 
that clusters of such city-states formed what is here 
called a city-state culture. Until the mid-twentieth 
century the use of the term and concept of city-state 
was restricted to accounts of ancient and medieval 
European communities, including some Near-Eastern 
ones. It was only from ca. 1950, in consequence of the 
new understanding of urbanisation as a global phe
nomenon, that the concept of city-state has spread to 
the Mesoamerican,32 African33 and Asian civilisations 
described in this volume.34

(3) Degree of Self-Government Required 
in Order to Count as a State rather than a 
Municipality
How can we distinguish cities which were political 
units from cities which were administrative units 
only? Or to put it differently: where do we draw the 
line between cities which were states and cities which 
were just municipalities? As in the introduction I find 
it instructive to go back to Max Weber.

Max Weber’s Stadt is not only an economic but also 
a political and administrative entity, and in addition to 
the purely urban characteristics Weber insists that a 
city must have its own law courts and its own institu
tions in possession of at least partial autonomy (736). 
Chronologically Weber’s concept of Stadt is supposed 
to cover both ancient and medieval cities and geo
graphically it comprises all occidental cities, but 
Weber adds that the medieval city north of the Alps is 
the one that fits his “Idealtypus” almost to perfection 
(741). Thus, when Weber speaks of die Stadt he 
includes, e.g., the Greek poleis, the Italian città but 
first of all the Städte in Germany, the Netherlands and 
other Northalpine countries. Of these a few were city- 
states - principally the German Reichsstädte - but 
most were cities in possession of a certain amount of 
self-government, but without (some of) the charac- 
terics which constitute a state as described in the 
introduction.35

In spite of the insistence on at least partial auto
nomy, Weber’s Stadt is not necessarily a city-state, 
and it is worth noting that, in his article Die Stadt, he 
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hardly ever uses the term Stadtstaat in his descriptions 
of the Greek, the Roman and the medieval cities.36 On 
the other hand, the ancient Phoenician and Palestinian 
cities are occasionally called Stadtstaatend When the 
emphasis is on the political and administrative aspects 
of the classical and Medieval city, he speaks instead of 
Stadt gemeindend Weber describes dze Stadt as both a 
political and an administrative unit without distin
guishing between the two aspects. He investigates the 
ancient and medieval cities as urban communities. 
That some of them were actually states is of little 
importance from his point of view.

A similar approach is found in Henri Pirenne’s 
study: Les villes du moyen age (1927). Again, the 
political and administrative aspects of the medieval 
city are treated (125-55); but no position is taken on 
the question which of them were states and which 
municipalities.

The next major study of the city as a political com
munity was La ville. Institutions Administratives et 
Judiciaires (1954), a collective volume covering cities 
in over a dozen different civilisations. In the introduc
tion (13-18) John Gilissen suggests distinguishing 
between (1) la ville souveraine, ou quasi-souveraine, 
(2) la ville privilégiée, jouissant d’une certaine auto
nomie, (3) la ville de statut administratif. His exam
ples of (1) are the classical Greek and Sumerian cities, 
the Reichsstädte in Germany and Switzerland, and 
some modem cities such as San Marino. Examples of 
(2) are the Hellenistic cities and the medieval Euro
pean cities. No examples of (3) are adduced, but it 
goes without saying that all the major cities of all 
large states fall into this category. We have here a tri
partition instead of a dichotomy. The concept of city- 
state is avoided as well as the term (“ville” is pre
ferred to “cité”, and “État-cité” does not occur). If the 
concept of city-state had been adopted, it would have 
covered all cities in the first group and some of those 
in the second, so that the second group would have 
been split up into two.

The two first important treatments of the political 
aspects of urbanisation to be written in English were 
R.M. Adams, The Evolution of Urban Society (1966) 
and Paul Wheatley’s The Pivot of the Four Quarters 
(1971).39 They both studied political differentiation 
and institutionalisation in early cities. In both cases 
the focus was moved from Europe to other continents 
and the point of departure was the ceremonial centre, 
either a temple or a palace or both. Adams describes 
the rise of urbanism in Mesoamerica and Mesopo
tamia; Wheatley treats China in the Shang and Zhou 
periods. Adams occasionally uses the term city-state 

(e.g. 101, 153) but never comes to grips with the con
cept. Wheatley almost dismisses the city-state in a 
footnote as constituting “a special case”,40 and the 
Zhou cities are described as administrative rather than 
political centres (161-90).

The next work to be mentioned here is Charles Tilly 
and Wim Blockmans, Cities and the Rise of States in 
Europe A.D. 1000 to 1800 (1994). The theme of the 
study is the interaction between cities and states, and 
in their introduction the editors correctly note that this 
is a neglected issue. The concept of city-state is fre
quently invoked but, in conformity with the approach, 
city-states and major trading cities are grouped 
together and contrasted with the consolidated states 
ruled by princes and monarchs. In the conclusion 
(218-50) Blockmans distinguishes between three cat
egories of cities: (1) autonomous cities, (2) bargaining 
cities (i.e. those that bargained with princes and 
nobility for some degree of freedom) and (3) subordi
nated cities. Some of the autonomous cities are 
explicitly called city-states, e.g., Dubrovnik and Nov
gorod (226-7), but it would probably be rash to infer 
that they all were. Of some of the bargaining cities, 
viz. the larger Flemish towns in the 14th century, it is 
stated that they “displayed a tendency to develop city- 
states” (228). Blockmans’ categorisation is very close 
to that of Gilissen and the distinguishing characteristic 
is, again, the degree of autonomy.

A very different line is taken in the recent study by 
Southall (1998) which covers the history of cities in 
all continents from the 7th millennium B.C. and to the 
present day. He does take the political aspects of 
urbanisation into account, but does not distinguish 
cities which were polities from cities which were 
municipalities. He holds that “the first cities were all 
city-states”41 and, without any precise description of 
what a city-state is, he applies the term to, e.g., Çatal 
Hiiyük, Jericho and Uruk (16), Ife and Jenne-Jeno in 
Africa (44), Hierakonpolis in Egypt (37) and Teoti
huacan in Mexico (50). To take city-state status as a 
transitional phase in the history of every single early 
city in world history is, in my opinion, a misuse of the 
concept. Most pristine cities were not city-states but 
just cities in macro-states; i.e. they were administra
tive but not political units. Or, to put it in German: 
they may have been Stadtgemeinden, but not neces
sarily Stadtstaaten. There is no evidence to support 
the view that Çatal Hüyük, or Jericho, or Jenne-Jeno 
were organised as city-states. It is most unlikely that 
Teotihuacan or Harappa were city-states. And Hier
akonpolis was probably an urban centre in an early 
Egyptian state, but not a city-state. There have never 
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been city-states in Scandinavia or in England; Me
dieval Germany had several thousand cities of which 
only a hundred or so developed into city-states. There 
were no city-states in Northern France and Southern 
Italy, nor any in Spain and Eastern Europe, etc.

These publications are, I believe, the most important 
treatments of the political aspects of urbanism. In oth
er studies of urbanism and urbanisation the interest in 
the political aspects is minimal. Christaller’s theory 
about Zentralorte (1933) concerns almost exclusively 
the economic aspects of the town as a central place,42 
and, to the best of my knowledge it has not yet been 
supplemented with a complementary theoretical ex
position of the city as a central place in politics and ad
ministration.43 In Gordon Childe’s epoch-making arti
cle (1950) the political criteria are marginalised;44 and 
the books by Sjöberg (1960), Mumford (1961) and 
Bairoch (1988) contain next to nothing of relevance.

The overall conclusion is that only a few major 
urban studies have treated the political aspects of ur
banisation and in those that do, the concept of city- 
state is sometimes used, but is not in focus. Mostly 
city-states, capitals and municipal cities are treated 
together, and no attempt is made to distinguish city- 
states from more or less self-governing cities in 
macro-states.

The picture changes when we move from the study 
of urbanism to the study of statehood. Those whose 
focus is political systems, and particularly the city- 
state, take a different line (supra 597-8). For them it 
is essential to find out what difference there is be
tween a city which is also a state and a city which is 
just a municipality. The distinguishing criteria almost 
always invoked are “independence” and “autonomy”, 
and they are often treated as synonyms.

Now, to define a city-state as an independent polit
ical unit runs counter to the fact that most city-state 
cultures consisted of city-states of which some were 
independent but others were dependencies. The de
pendencies were either members of a “federation” of 
city-states, or simply subject either to a large city-state 
belonging to the same city-state culture, or to a neigh
bouring monarchy or an empire. Thus, to insist on 
independence as a defining criterion would lead to the 
exclusion not only of a high number of individual 
city-states within each city-state culture but even of 
several city-state cultures, viz., (1) the Syrian city- 
states when ruled by the Hittites or by Egypt, as well 
as those dominated by Ebla; (2) the Palestinian city- 
states when under Hyksos or Egypt; (3) the Phoeni
cian city-states in the homeland, at least in the Late 
Bronze Age and again in the late 8th century, as well 

as the Mediterranean colonies apart from Carthage; 
(4) the Philistine city-states except for the period be
tween ca. 1000 and 800 B.C.; (5) the Neo-Babylonian 
city-states; (6) about half the Hellenic poleis in the 
later Classical Period and almost all in the Hellenistic 
Period; (7) the Latin civitates after 338 B.C.; (8) the 
hiberno-Norse towns from the late 10th century; (9) 
the Dutch city-states after 1579; (10) the city-states on 
the fringes of the Taklamakan desert, torn between 
Chinese and Mongol domination; (11) the Chinese 
city-states under Shang and Western Zhou; (12) the 
Yoruba city-states in the Oyo empire; (13) the Kotoko 
city-states under the Bornu empire; (14) the Fante 
city-states under the hegemony of Mankessim; (15) 
the Swahili city-states under Portuguese and Omani 
domination; (16) Sriwijaya as a city-state culture; (17) 
some of the Malay negeri after ca. 1520; (18) most of 
the Tai miiang; (19) most of the Maya city-states for 
most of the Classic period; (20) most of the Aztec 
altepetb, (21) the Mixtec city-states after ca. 1450.45 
The principal city-state culture in which independence 
seems to have been an essential criterion for being a 
city-state is the Italian46 and only a few of the other 
city-state cultures seem to have conformed to the 
Italian model.47 For some of the city-state cultures in 
some periods the answer to this question is a non 
liquet.49.

This survey demonstrates, I believe, that a rigid 
application of independence = external sovereignty as 
a sine qua non for being a city-state would cut many 
city-state cultures into halves, and place the dividing 
line in a awkward place, one which would be incom
prehensible for the peoples in question, and from the 
modem historian’s point of view it does not lead to a 
meaningful historical analysis either. The problems of 
classification were first discussed by Plato. In his later 
dialogues he devoted much energy to the issue and 
recommended the principle “to cut at the joints”.49 In 
so far as human history has a skeleton I find that the 
best a historian can do is to adopt Plato’s principle. I 
cannot see that anything is gained by constructing a 
heuristic concept of city-state which runs counter to 
the concepts used by almost all the peoples who are 
supposed to have lived in city-states.

The reason why independence is usually singled 
out as the most important aspect of the city-state is 
probably a tendency to think of the city-state along 
modem European notions of statehood: if the city- 
state is a type of state, and if independence is an 
essential characteristic of a state, then a city-state 
must be independent.50 The problem with this syllo
gism is not just the conclusion - many city-states were
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in fact dependencies - it is also the second premiss. 
Independence is still commonly listed as a criterion 
for statehood51 - but is it not an anachronism, here at 
the turn of the millennium, to make independence a 
cornerstone of the concept of state?52 Independence is 
usually represented as one aspect of sovereignty, the 
concept of sovereignty being subdivided into external 
sovereignty (i.e. independence and the capacity to 
enter into relations with other states) and internal sov
ereignty (i.e. the supreme authority to make and en
force a legal order within the state’s territory over its 
population).53 By distinguishing between two aspects 
of sovereignty we end up having a number of states 
which possess one aspect of sovereignty without the 
other. By and large, federal states are organised in 
such a way that external sovereignty rests with the 
federal government while internal sovereignty is 
divided and mostly belongs to the government of each 
of the members. Thus, “A federal state is a union of 
several sovereign states” and “Since a federal state is 
itself a state, side by side with its member states, sov
ereignty is divided between the federal state on the 
one hand, and, on the other, the member states.”54

The European Union is an example of a different 
division of sovereignty, in this case internal sover
eignty. The Union’s institutions have not (yet) arro
gated any powers related to external sovereignty, and 
each member is still in possession of its full right to 
enter into relations with other states. Unlike a federa
tion, the European Union does not count as a state in 
itself. Yet, the supranational organs of government 
interfere with the internal sovereignty of the mem
bers. The Council of Ministers passes two different 
forms of decision: directives which require further 
implemention by each member state before they take 
effect, as against regulations which take effect imme
diately when passed by the EU, and are valid in all the 
member states regardless of what the government and 
parliament of a member state decide. Thus, the EU is 
different from most other alliances regulated by a 
treaty in that numerous decisions made by the EU 
authorities take effect automatically in all member 
states, and thus the EU interferes with the internal 
sovereignty of the member states.55

In the modem world, as in all periods of history, we 
meet not just a horizontally organised number of 
“independent states” (which may conclude treaties 
and form alliances), but rather a mixture of states of 
equal standing side by side with often vertically 
organised hierarchies of states: some states are de
pendent states, some are independent states and some 
are hegemonial states. Such hierarchies were promi

nent in most of the city-state cultures, but, admittedly, 
not in all: two prominent examples of absence of 
dependent city-states are medieval Italy and Switzer
land. For these two city-state cultures, independence 
seems to be the criterion by which city-states were 
distinguished from city municipalities. But in most 
other city-state cultures independence is not an essen
tial characteristic of the individual city-state and to 
have independence as the single most important char
acteristic of the concept of city-state has severely 
obscured a proper understanding of many city-state 
cultures.

To emphasise autonomy as the essential criterion of 
statehood is even worse, because in all the major 
European languages autonomy is an ambiguous term 
which can denote anything from the sovereignty of 
states to the self-government exercised by constituent 
states or provinces or even local communities.56 In 
phrases such as “an alliance of autonomous states” it 
is used synonymously with independence about a 
state. But the negotiations between Israel and the 
Palestinians in 1993 ended with a treaty by which the 
Gaza strip and Jericho became “autonomous areas”; 
and here the adjective is used in the sense of “self- 
governing” about communities which are certainly 
not states.57 In recent years the concept of autonomy is 
increasingly identified with self-government and 
explicitly contrasted with independence, and, con
comitantly, it is applied to political units which stand 
midway between municipalities and states and are 
called “autonomous republics” or “autonomous 
provinces”. In most such cases the point in using the 
concept of autonomy is precisely to avoid the con
cepts of state and independence.58

If we follow the older tradition and equate auto
nomy with independence, the concept suffers from the 
shortcomings described above. If, on the other hand, 
autonomy is taken in its contemporary and more 
restricted sense of self-government (often = internal 
sovereignty), where are we to draw the line between 
the autonomous state and the municipal town which is 
often described as “self-governing“ or “quasi-auto- 
nomous” or in possession of “local autonomy”?59

To conclude, neither independence nor autonomy 
provides a satisfactory criterion by which we can 
describe and delimit the concept of city-state. Inde
pendence is too restrictive and autonomy too am
biguous. To avoid the ambiguity that autonomy is 
sometimes used synonymously with independence, 
we may instead speak of self-government, and my 
recommendation is to adopt “self-government” as one 
of the caracteristics of a city-state. The class of city
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states, then, consists of independent city-states plus 
dependent city-states in possession of self-govern
ment, to be equated with internal sovereignty.

Unfortunately, to speak of self-governing city- 
states instead of independent or autonomous city- 
states solves only half the problem. The other half is 
that “self-government” is a term applied not only to 
cities which were states, i.e. city-states; it is also com
monly used about cities which were municipalities.60 
To the best of my knowledge, there is no other con
cept at hand, and, in order to distinguish self-gov
erning city-states from self-governing municipalities 
we must desist from finding some single abstract cri
terion and adopt a different method: we must list a 
number of institutions and powers which characterise 
a community as a polity, and compare these character
istics with an opposed set of institutions and powers 
which mark the city as a merely administrative unit.

A city which is a polity has institutions empowered 
(a) to legislate, (b) to pass and enforce verdicts and 
sentences, especially sentences of death and exile, (c) 
to impose taxes and exact customs, (d) in cities with a 
monetary economy to strike coins, (e) to call up and 
command the adult male members of the community 
for service in the armed forces, (f) to worship divini
ties and organise cults peculiar to the community, (g) 
to enter into relations with other political communi
ties, including the right to declare war, conclude peace 
and enter into alliances. - It makes no difference 
whether the “institutions” in possession of these 
powers are a monarch and his court, or a number of 
different, sometimes republican, organs of govern
ment such as assemblies, councils, law courts, magis
trates, or priests.

A city which is merely an administrative unit may 
or may not possess the same set of institutions, but at 
the same time the city has an overlord empowered (h) 
to exact tribute, customs and taxes, (i) to levy troops, 
(j) to overrule political decisions and verdicts passed 
by the city’s legislature and courts, (k) to impose and 
enforce (some of) his own laws, (1) to demand alle
giance from the city’s authorities. The term “over- 
lord” is here used in a broad sense. It was mostly a 
monarch, but could also be, e.g., a bishop, or the gov
ernment of another city-state, or a federal government 
set up by a number of city-states.

The two sets of criteria are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive. A city could have its own army but still be 
obliged to furnish troops when requested by the 
overlord.61 It could have its own system of taxes and 
customs but still have to pay tribute to the overlord.62 
Or it could pass its own laws about some matters but 

in others be forced to follow legislation imposed by 
the overlord.63 It could be forced to use the overlord’s 
coins or to strike coins with the overlord’s types and 
legends alongside some coins with its own types and 
legends.64 Sentences passed by the city’s courts could 
be final except in case of appeal.65

A city is certainly a state, and thus a city-state, if it 
possesses all the powers listed as (a-g) and is uncon
strained by those listed as (h-1). But how many and 
which of the first set of characteristics can be supple
mented with or replaced by the second set before the 
city changes its status from a political to a purely 
administrative unit? Again, there is no clear dividing 
line that can be applied to all city-state cultures in all 
periods. In medieval Italy the right to impose capital 
punishment seems to have been a distinguishing 
mark of a state and a right which a city lost when con
quered by another city and reduced to the status of 
municipality.66 But in Germany not only the free and 
imperial cities, but also many of the cities ruled by 
feudal lords possessed the right to condemn an 
offender to death and have him executed.67 Similarly, 
in several of the French consulate cities the consuls 
possessed jurisdiction in both civil and criminal cases 
and the feudal overlords did not interfere with their 
administration of justice.68

In the end, a crucial criterion is a people’s own con
ception of where the line has to be drawn. If the popu
lation of a city had a strong sense of political identity 
as opposed to their ethnic identity, was this identity 
linked to their city or to a larger unit of which their 
city was only a part?69 In the former case, it was prob
ably what we call a city-state, in the latter it was an 
urban centre lying in a state of some other type. It 
might still be, basically, self-governing but if it had no 
aspiration to count as a political unit, it would be very 
odd indeed to take it to be a state. Most European 
cities are of such a type, and have always been. But 
self-governing cities which considered themselves to 
be political units were, probably, what we call city- 
states.70 What constitutes the difference between a 
city-state and a city-municipality is a feeling of local 
patriotism which over the generations induces a sense 
of political separateness and historical difference 
(Smith 11986] 61) and membership was often ex
pressed in terms of citizenship (ibidem 165). Self
identification, however, is not always enough.71 
Sometimes a sense of political identity was strongly 
felt by the inhabitants of a city, but contested by their 
neighbours. In such a case one possible criterion to go 
by is recognition of political status by the other polit
ical units within the region.72
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Although the German cities did not form a city- 
state culture, Germany in the late Middle Ages may 
serve as an example: in the German Empire there 
were some 3-4,000 towns of which about a hundred 
counted as “free” or “imperial” cities, whereas the rest 
were “territorial” cities, i.e. lying in “territorial states” 
ruled by princes or bishops. The free cities did not pay 
homage to anybody. Like the princes, the imperial 
cities paid homage to the emperor; the territorial cities 
paid homage to their prince who, again, paid homage 
to the emperor. Only the princes and the free imperial 
cities were represented at the Reichtag at Regensburg. 
Thus, like the states ruled by princes, the free and 
imperial cities were believed to be political units in a 
class of their own; they were also self-governing, and 
it seems reasonable to treat the free and imperial cities 
as states, i.e. city-states, but to treat the territorial 
cities as municipalities, in spite of the fact that some 
of the territorial towns possessed as much self-gov
ernment, perhaps even more, than some of the free 
and imperial cities (Johanek, supra 296-7).

To conclude, a people’s own conception of what 
constitutes a political unit may matter even more than 
the actual amount of self-government exercised by 
such a unit. In Assur, for example, the citizens seem to 
have been conscious of forming what we would call a 
political community, i.e. a state, but at the same time 
they seem to have been conscious of the fact that their 
distant trading posts were not political but rather 
administrative units (Larsen, supra 84-5). Similarly, in 
ancient Greece a clear distinction was made between 
poleis (of which some were independent but some 
dependencies) and civic subdivisions at municipality 
level, such as the Attic demoi or the Argive komai 
(Hansen, supra 170-1). Again, the Maya emblem 
glyphs strongly indicate that there were over thirty 
political - and not just administrative - units, each 
centred on what can reasonably be called a city 
(Grube, supra 549-50).

Why City-States instead of Macro-States? 
Why did state formation result sometimes in the emer
gence of a macro-state with numerous cities and 
sometimes in a city-state culture? The usual explana
tion is geophysical. However, if emphasised in isola
tion, it does not hold up to scrutiny. A number of other 
explanations can be suggested but none is satisfactory 
if adduced in isolation or emphasised as the principal 
cause. What I can do here is to list some possibilities 
and leave it to future investigations to test them 
against the evidence.

1. The Geopolitical Factor. It is usually argued that 
city-states are likely to emerge in a mountainous 
region split up into small plains or plateaus (Griffeth 
& Thomas [1981] xi). Such an explanation seems 
obvious in the case of Syria or Hellas.73 Other 
environments have been conducive to the same 
geopolitical result, i.e. the fragmentation into city- 
states. One scenario is a string of coastal cities whose 
hinterland is an impenetrable jungle, e.g. the Malay 
city-states; another is a desert with a number of oases, 
each with an urban settlement, e.g. the Taklamakan 
and Arabian city-states.74

That geophysical conditions are indeed conducive 
to the formation of city-states is undeniable but must 
not lead to geographical determinism. Southern Me
sopotamia is as flat as a pancake, but was nevertheless 
broken up into city-states. The Hausa city-states were 
situated in a well-watered grassland zone and there 
are no obvious natural borders between the city-states. 
Again, the Mzâb settled down in an oasis, but formed 
five small densely set city-states instead of just one. 
Conversely, macro-states have often emerged in a 
mountainous country split up into small pockets of 
land fit for human habitation. Medieval Norway is 
one such example. Again Greece seems to have been 
settled in city-states only once in history. If the geo
physical factor were decisive we should expect the 
country to have been split up into city-states not only 
in classical antiquity, but also earlier in the Bronze 
Age and again later, in the Middle Ages.

2. The Economic Factor. A combination of eco
nomic and geographical factors sometimes provided 
optimal conditions for the formation of city-states. As 
has often been argued and as is fully corroborated by 
this study, there is a close link between city-states, 
colonisation and commerce. The city-state cultures 
studied in this volume testify to three different 
scenarios.

a. Major caravan roads passed through cities and 
new cities grew up along the road to serve the needs 
of the itinerant traders. Some of these cities belonged 
to macro-states, but cities lying in thinly populated 
regions or cities emerging where the caravan road 
passed through no man’s land tended to be or to be
come city-states. If a string of such city-states were 
inhabited by people belonging to the same ethnic 
group, the result was a whole city-state culture. One 
obvious example is the caravan road connecting 
Mesopotamia with the Gulf of Aden. It passed 
Palmyra, Petra, and came down through a number of 
caravan-cities in Western Arabia, including Medina, 
Mecca and Aden. For a short period in the 3rd century 
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A.D. Palmyra was an isolated city-state. Petra be
longed first to the Roman and then to the Byzantine 
empire. But the caravan-cities in Arabia were all inde
pendent cities connected by the caravan road, and 
they belonged to what can presumably be described as 
a city-state culture flourishing in the last centuries 
before Muhammad (Shahid [1970] 20-5; Simonsen, 
supra 241).

b. Commercial cities often grew up in the interface 
between cultures and such cities were often city- 
states. Assur with Kanesh is such a city-state con
necting Mesopotamia with Anatolia in the 19th cen
tury B.C. (Larsen, supra 80-1). An example of a 
city-state culture consisting of such towns is the Niger 
Delta city-states which grew up in the sixteenth cen
tury A.D. in connection with the Atlantic slave trade 
but in the course of the nineteenth century were trans
formed into towns in the British colony of Nigeria 
(Princewill, supra 533-45).

c. Colonisation was undoubtedly the most impor
tant socio-economic factor behind the formation of 
city-states. When colonists were sent out by their 
mother country to found a colony, or of their own 
accord left their mother country for that purpose, they 
usually had to settle down in a foreign and sometimes 
hostile environment. Their obvious response would be 
to found a nucleated and often fortified settlement 
with, at first, a small hinterland. In some cases the 
colony was subjected to stern political control from 
the mother country, but in other cases the colonists 
would have to create a social and political organisa
tion from scratch. Such a colony became a self-gov
erning community, and often a city-state. The Phoeni
cian and Hellenic city-states are clear examples. 
(Niemeyer, supra 96-104 and Hansen, supra 147- 
50).

A different scenario is when a whole city-state cul
ture emerges in consequence of immigration into a 
region by a people who from the outset settle down in 
city-states. Two such city-state cultures are the Philis
tine city-states all founded by immigrants into 
southern Palestine just after 1200 B.C. (Strange, 
supra 133, 136), and the Aztec city-states founded by 
invaders from the north ca. 1200 A.D. (Smith, supra 
584).

3. The Chronological Relation Between Urbanisation 
and State Formation. There is a case for arguing that 
an important factor in state formation was whether it 
took place before or after the urbanisation of the 
region. As pointed out in the Introduction, state forma
tion and urbanisation were usually closely related 
processes; sometimes state formation antedated ur

banisation by a century or two; but sometimes urbani
sation took place simultaneously with or even before 
state formation. When state formation came first, the 
result was mostly a macro-state with a number of 
towns being founded shortly afterwards, often under 
the auspices of the ruler(s) of the new state. If urbani
sation came first, or the two processes were simulta
neous, there was a fair chance that each new city be
came a political unit, i.e. a city-state, and that the 
whole region formed a city-state culture.

To cite some examples: in Anglo-Saxon England 
and in Scandinavia in the age of the Vikings, the state 
emerged in a period in which the village was the only 
known form of nucleated settlement, but the growth 
of proper towns was promoted or sometimes even 
instigated by the kings.75 In all cases the results were 
macro-states covering large territories, and the only 
city-states in this part of the world were the Hiberno- 
Norse colonies founded in Ireland by, especially, Nor
wegian Vikings (Holm, supra 252-4). Conversely, 
urbanisation came early to the Netherlands and Italy. 
In both regions powerful rulers were remote and the 
formation of macro-states slow, and that was probably 
one reason why city-states were found in great num
bers.

The same pattern is attested in ancient history too. 
In Egypt urbanisation has now been brought back to 
dynasty 0 (supra 23), but even at this early date (ca. 
3300-3100 B.C.) Upper Egypt seems to have been a 
large state, which gradually came to dominate Lower 
Egypt as well,76 and there are no remains of towns 
which could match the Sumerian cities of the same 
period. Conversely in, e.g., Etruria and Latium. In 
both regions the formation of cities seems to have 
antedated state formation or, at least, the two pro
cesses took place simultaneously and in both cases the 
result was a city-state culture.77

In many cases, however, it is impossible to say 
whether urbanisation or state formation came first. 
And there are other examples which indicate that the 
chronological sequence of the two processes was not 
decisive for whether the region became just one state 
or was split up into a number of city-states. One civil
isation which, apparently, contradicts the above rule is 
the Hellenic city-state culture. The prevailing view 
seems to be that state formation took place in the 
eighth century B.C., whereas urbanisation in the 
proper sense cannot be dated much before the late 
sixth century.78 Recent excavations, however, indicate 
that urbanisation was much earlier, especially in the 
regions in which city-states are first attested (Hansen, 
supra 161). So, urban centres grew up in Hellas 
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simultaneously with the emergence of the early city- 
states. If that is the case, the Hellenic city-state culture 
is not an exception to the observation about the 
sequence of the two phenomena.

4. Acculturation. City-state cultures are attested in 
Europe (including the Near East), in East Asia, in 
West and East Africa and in Mesoamerica. There can 
be no doubt that in each of the four continents, city- 
states emerged independently of what happend in the 
other three continents. In all four continents, however, 
city-state cultures tend to appear in clusters and it is 
tempting to surmise that in such cases the city-state 
type spread from one civilisation to the neighbouring 
regions. In some city-state cultures there is explicit 
evidence of such an acculturation.

The city-state cultures along the Fertile Crescent 
can be adduced as an example: the Neobabylonian 
city-states evidently copied some of the Sumerian 
institutions (Larsen, supra 118). The Philistine city- 
states seem to have been modelled on the Palestinian 
and Phoenician city-states to the north (Strange, supra 
132). It has been argued that the Greeks got not only 
the alphabet but also the polis from the Phoenicians.79 
Again, the Etruscan and Latin city-states may to some 
extent have been modelled on the Greek city-states in 
Sicily and southern Italy.80

In other continents, however, acculturation seems a 
less obvious explanation of why city-state cultures 
appear in clusters. And here Meso-America may serve 
as a case in point. The Aztecs came to Meso-America 
from the north and seem from the outset to have set
tled down in city-states. That happened ca. 1200 A.D. 
(Smith, supra 584). The classical Maya city-states had 
disappeared 300 years earlier (Grube, supra 547, 
560), and there is no apparent link with the Mixtec 
city-state culture until later. Similarly, the Mixtec city- 
states emerged after the demise of the Maya city- 
states (Lind, supra 568). Although Precolumbian 
Meso-America was a cluster of city-state cultures, 
there is not yet sufficient evidence to show that 
acculturation was an important factor in the formation 
of city-states and city-state cultures.

5. Devolution. In quite a few cases a city-state cul
ture emerged not ab novo but by fragmentation of an 
urbanised macro-state into a number of city-states. 
The collapse of an urbanised macro-state sometimes 
entailed the collapse of the urban centres as well as of 
the state itself, and in such cases the result was a “dark 
age” of sometimes several centuries. In other cases, 
however, (some of) the urban centres survived the col
lapse and then the most likely development was the 
formation of a city-state culture composed of a 

number of city-states. Examples are the Chinese city- 
states in the Zhou state in the Spring and Autumn 
period 771-481 B.C. (Lewis, supra 359), the Neo
babylonian city-states in the first millennium B.C. 
(Larsen, supra 117-18), the Swiss city-states after the 
extinction of the Dukes of Zähringen in 1218 A.D. 
(Stercken, supra 322-3), and the second cycle of 
Maya city-states in the period 1450-1600 (Grube, 
supra 561).

6. Re-appearance. Some regions were divided into 
city-states only once in world history, e.g. Hellas ca. 
750 B.C. - ca. 550 A.D., Northern China 780-480 
B.C., and Nigeria 15th-19th century A.D. In other 
regions city-state cultures disappeared but then re
appeared after a certain period. In some of these cases 
the two periods of city-state culture are separated by a 
“dark age”. Examples are the Syrian and the Pales
tinian city-state cultures. In other cases the two 
periods are separated by the formation of a macro
state which, again, collapsed. Thus, the Etruscan and 
Italian city-states in Tuscany were separated by the 
Roman Empire followed by the German migrations. 
The two cycles of Maya city-states were separated by 
the Mayapan state (1150-1450). The Sumerian and 
Neobabylonian city-states were separated by the Old 
Babylonian Kingdom and the Kassite Dynasty. The 
inference seems to be that some peoples and some 
regions were more predisposed to the formation of 
city-states than others. What lay behind this predispo
sition may be some of the factors listed above.

It is apparent from the above list that no single 
factor can be stressed as a universal cause; and in 
many city-state cultures several of the factors listed 
seem to have been brought into play at the same time.

Conclusion of the Conclusion
I presume that the present attempt to delimit and 
describe the concepts of city-state and city-state cul
ture will be met with the question: and so what? Are 
there some major trends in world history which stand 
out better than before when we contrast macro-states 
and city-state cultures? I think so and let me end this 
exposition by drawing attention to some such trends.

(1) Political Decision-Making
Throughout history and until the second half of the 
eighteenth century all the large so-called “territorial” 
states were monarchies. Many city-states, perhaps 
even the majority, were monarchies too, but due to the 
small size of city-states quite a few became republics,
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i.e.  states ruled by councils and assemblies in which 
decisions were made by vote after a debate.81 And 
even in monarchic city-states there is not infrequently 
evidence of debating and voting councils and assem
blies.82 The republican city-states were mostly oli
garchies but sometimes democracies. The oligarchies 
were ruled by councils and magistrates elected from 
among the well-to-do citizens; in democracies the 
principal political institution was often a popular 
assembly. The essential characteristic common to 
both types of constitution is that decisions were made 
in meetings, by majority verdict, and after a debate 
among the participants. It is this form of political cul
ture which dominates the contemporary world. What 
matters in this context is that it has its roots in the city- 
state cultures. It can be traced back to the Sumerian 
city-states; it is well known from the European city- 
state cultures; it is also seen in some African and 
Asian city-state cultures.

The dispersed occurrences show that this aspect of 
the city-state is not due to a tradition whereby an oli
garchic and/or democratic form of political decision
making was transferred from city-state culture to city- 
state culture. The reason why an oligarchic or demo
cratic form of government was peculiar to city-states 
is probably that, in former times, such a form of polit
ical culture was likely to grow up everywhere in the 
world, but only in micro-states; and almost all micro
states were city-states.83 So, in some city-state cul
tures scattered all over the world this form of political 
decision-making emerged independently of what hap
pened in other city-state cultures.

In our part of the world, however, there seems to be 
a tradition that links the modern political systems to 
the historic city-state cultures. In macro-states the 
major shift from monarchical to republican govern
ment took place in Europe and in North America in 
consequence of the American and French Revolu
tions.

In Europe the adaptation of democracy to macro
states can be traced back to the French Revolution. 
The “chief ideologist” was Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 
His preferred form of constitution was an assembly 
democracy as known from some city-states.84 His his
torical ideal was Rome in the early republican period 
when, he believed, all citizens could still meet in the 
comitiae.^ His contemporary ideal was his native city 
of Geneva, which he mistakenly thought to be a 
democracy. It was in fact an oligarchy.86 But that is of 
no consequence in this context. What matters is that 
Geneva was still a city-state in the 18th century and 
that the republican and democratic ideology practised 

in modem macro-states has its root in a city-state cul
ture.87

If we want to trace the idea of republicanism further 
back, the two thinkers who tower above all others are 
Montesquieu and Machiavelli. I shall come back to 
Montesquieu in the next section and confine myself to 
a few remarks about Machiavelli. He is best known 
for the small treatise II principe, in which a main 
theme is how a prince can maintain his power base, 
his stato. But Machiavelli’s preferred form of state 
was the city republic, the città, which he outlines in 
his other major treatise: Discorsi sopra la prima 
decca di Tito Livio. Now, the first ten books of Livy’s 
work cover the history of Rome down to 293 B.C. 
Furthermore the Roman constitution is debated in the 
first of the three books of Machiavelli’s treatise and 
here almost all examples are drawn from the first six 
books of Livy’s account ending at 387 B.C. Machi
avelli focuses on the early period when Rome was still 
a city-state and a balance could be maintained 
between the plebs and the senate (1.4).88 So, around 
1500, when Firenze, Venezia and Milano could hardly 
be described as proper city-states any longer, the 
adored ideal was still the republican city-state ruled 
by its citizens.89 But in the course of the 16th century 
the picture changed. In political thought republi
canism was overshadowed by the belief in monarchy 
as the best form of constitution; and on the political 
stage the remaining city-state cultures were eventually 
suppressed and succeeded by the large monarchies 
with their colonial domination of the rest of the world. 
It is almost ironical that the monarchies, in turn, had 
to give way to political systems which had been 
developed in city-state cultures and, before the late 
18th century, had existed in systems of micro-states 
only. This observation applies not only to republi
canism, but to federalism as well.

(2) Federalism
After the American war of Independence the thirteen 
former colonies introduced in 1787-9 a federal consti
tution according to which sovereignty was divided 
between the thirteen member states and the federal 
government.90 Consequently, there was no sovereign 
in the classical sense (according to which sovereignty 
is indivisible).91 The antifederalists saw such a consti
tution as a monstrosity.92 But the champions of feder
alism argued that there were historical examples de
monstrating that such a political system was not only 
viable; if improved and adapted to the political situa
tion it was also the best solution. The principal histor- 
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ical examples of federalism adduced during the debate 
in 1787-9 were the Greek Amphictyonie Council of 
the archaic and classical periods and some of the Hel
lenistic federations, particularly those formed by the 
Achaians and by the Lycians. Another example was 
the Swiss Confederacy of 1291; and a third was the 
Dutch Republic in the years after the Union of Utrecht 
of 1579.93

On the one hand, these historical examples were 
adduced as models in order to show that federalism 
was a possible way of governing a cluster of states, 
each in possession of internal sovereignty. On the 
other hand, the earlier confederations were sometimes 
denigrated, especially the ancient Greek federations 
of city-states,94 in order to emphasise the superiority 
of the new American form of federalism. And the fed
eralists were very much aware that the essential dif
ference was that a system hitherto confined to micro
states was for the first time ever transformed and 
applied to a macro-state.95 During the debates leading 
up to the ratification of the American constitution in 
1789, the most frequently quoted political treatise was 
Montesquieu’s De l’esprit des lois. In Book 9 he 
argues that republics are typically small states and that 
their security is best protected by forming federations. 
Holland, Switzerland and Germany are the more 
recent examples referred to, and of historical federa
tions the Lycian federation of twenty-three city-states 
is singled out as a model for this type of state-forma
tion.96 There are, of course, important differences be
tween the various Greek, the Swiss and the Dutch fed
erations.97 The crucial point in this context is that in 
all cases the models for the American federal constitu
tion were found in city-state cultures.98

If we want to look further back in the history of 
modem western political thought for the origins of the 
idea of federalism, the most obvious example is 
Thomas More’s Utopia. At the beginning of Book 2 
we learn that there are fifty-four cities on the island, 
identical in language, customs, institutions and laws. 
The nearest are twenty-four miles apart. Each is a 
political community, ruled by a prince elected for life; 
but they form a federation whose political centre is the 
city of Amourot." So, More’s Utopia is an obvious 
instance of the close link between federalism and city- 
state culture.

Today several of the largest states in the world are 
organised as federal states.100 Thus, a dominant form 
of political organisation is found to be based on ideas 
and institutions developed in several different city- 
state cultures and only adapted to macro-states in the 
second half of the eighteenth century.

The creation of federal states has changed the con
cept of state significantly, although the change is not 
always sufficiently recognised. In the USA a “state” is 
principally one of the member states as opposed to the 
federal government: New York and Pennsylvania are 
states, but so is the USA, for example in its capacity 
of being a member of the UN.101 Now, a state is typi
cally defined as “a territory, a people and a govern
ment in possession of the sole right to enforce a given 
legal order within the territory over its population” 
(supra 12-13). According to this definition a member 
state of a federation is a state in the true sense of 
the term. But at the same time the federation is a state. 
It can no longer be claimed that a state is a state and 
that, in principle, all states are equal. We have got 
states within states and a hierarchical concept of 
state.102 In a sense we have come back to the hierar
chical organisation of states found in many city-state 
cultures in which self-government, but not necessarily 
independence was the requirement for being a city- 
state, and in which an alliance or a federation of 
city-states was the preferred way of creating larger 
political units.

(3) City-State Empires
Federalism was not the only way of creating larger 
political structures within a city-state culture. An 
alternative was what I prefer to describe as empires of 
city-states. Historians often contrast city-states and 
empires.103 The prevalence of dependent city-states in 
many city-state cultures, however, sometimes resulted 
in a fusion of these two forms of political organisa
tion, viz. an empire composed of city-states. A proper 
recognition of this cross-breed of political cultures has 
been obscured by the a priori assumption that inde
pendence was one of the defining characteristics of 
the city-state (supra 606). Once the concept of the 
dependent city-state has been brought into play, the 
existence of empires in some of the city-state cultures 
leaps to the eye. Let me begin with an example from 
my own city-state culture, viz. the Hellenic polis.

1. In the Archaic and Classical periods the Lakedai- 
monian polis Sparta ruled the regions of Lakedaimon 
and Messenia, a territory of altogether some 8,400 
km2. The other Lakedaimonians and the Messenians 
were subjected to Sparta; many became serfs (helots), 
but more than fifty nucleated centres were allowed to 
persist as dependent poleis; they were ruled by Sparta 
but still in possession of a substantial amount of self- 
government. Thus, we are faced with a hierarchy of 
poleis, and the political structure is neither an alliance 
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nor a federation. Sparta is probably best described as 
partly the centre of a polis of Spartans, and partly the 
power centre of a small empire of dependent poleis all 
populated by Lakedaimonians (Hall [2000] 73-89).

2. Rome was originally a Latin city-state but by the 
mid-third century B.C. it had grown into a macro
state: it had subjected all the other Latin city-states 
and the Etruscan city-states as well (Cornell [1995] 
345-68). Most of the Latins became Roman citizens, 
and most of the Etruscans became subject allies. But 
in both regions the city-states were allowed to persist 
as dependent political communities (Cornell, supra 
215). Rome’s expansion during the next two centuries 
followed the same lines and in the first century B.C. 
Rome was a former city-state which had been trans
formed into the political centre of an empire con
sisting, essentially, of dependent city-states: poleis in 
the east (Hansen, supra 148) and civitates in the west 
(Cornell, supra 211).104 All these over 2,000 de
pendent city-states were slowly transformed into 
municipalities. In the west the change took place 
during the Principate, but in the east the demise of the 
city-state was a much slower process, and there were 
still dependent poleis in the political sense in the 6th 
century A.D. (Hansen, supra 149).

3. From the 7th to the 11th centuries A.D. a Bud
dhist Malay polity ruled a large part of southern 
Sumatra. It was called Sriwijaya, a name which 
denoted both the state and its urban centre, now iden
tified with modem Palembang. A 7th century inscrip
tion demonstrates that Sriwijaya ruled a circle of self- 
governing communities each of which seems to have 
been what can reasonably be described as a dependent 
city-state (Manguin, supra 409-15).

4. In 1428 A.D. three large Mexican city-states, 
Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and Tlacopan, joined to form 
an Aztec empire. The empire was of “hegemonic” 
form, employing indirect control of its provinces, and 
the city-state remained the primary political unit. The 
Aztec empire can be viewed as an overlay upon a 
foundation of city-states who retained their self-gov
ernment in the face of reduced external autonomy 
(Smith, supra 591-2).

5. Ca 1600 A.D. the city-state (ilu) of Oyo began its 
conquest of the greater part of the savannah region of 
Yorubaland in the northern part of the Niger valley 
and brought many hitherto independent z7w under its 
control. But the dependencies retained their own 
hereditary rulers. They had to pay tribute and supply 
contingents to the Oyo army, and their verdicts could 
be quashed by the Alafin, as the ruler of Oyo was 
called. But in many respects they remained polities 

and were not just transformed into what we would call 
municipalities. They were still z7m in the political 
sense. Oyo was on its way to becoming “a territorial 
‘post-city-state’ (though not really getting there)” 
(Peel, supra 510). The “empire” was more or less 
identical with its urban centre, and the preferable 
analysis of the political system is to assume that the 
Alafin and his “messengers” ruled an empire con
sisting of the Oyo city-state and a large number of 
dependent city-states (Peel, supra 512-14).105

(4) Population and Economy
Urbanism is one of the foundations of the modem 
economy, and in contemporary industrialised coun
tries over 70% of the population live in large urban 
centres, whereas less that 30% are settled in the coun
tryside. Until ca. 250 years ago the percentages were 
reversed: worldwide some 80-90% of all human 
beings seem to have lived in farmsteads or villages 
with no more than 10-20% settled in towns or cities.106 
A much higher degree of urbanisation, however, is 
attested in regions organised into city-states.107 Insofar 
as we possess any evidence about the settlement pat
tern of city-state cultures, the people living in towns 
and cities constituted at least one quarter and often as 
many as three quarters of the total population;108 and 
this high degree of urbanisation was of the utmost 
importance not just for the political organisation but 
also for the economy of the communities.

By and large, a low degree of urbanisation goes 
with a high degree of subsistence economy and, con
versely, urbanisation is linked to a market economy 
based on trade. The size of the urban populations 
alone necessitated a large-scale traffic in foodstuffs. 
Much came from the town’s immediate hinterland, 
including that brought to the town by Ackerbürger 
but much of the trade in grain or rice or maize was 
long-distance.110 The recognition of trade as a crucial 
aspect of city-state culture, however, has for some 
time been obscured by a dominant primitivistic inter
pretation of the economy of, especially, the ancient 
world.

In the beginning of this century ancient historians 
stressed the similarities between the classical city- 
states of Greece and Rome and the Medieval Italian 
city-states: division of labour and, consequently, the 
importance of trade were singled out as crucial char
acteristics of, especially, the Hellenic poleis, and the 
economy of Greek and Roman society was sometimes 
described in terms otherwise used about contempo
rary industrialised societies.111 A reaction set in with 
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the publication in 1928 and 1931 of two monographs 
by the German historian Johannes Hasebroek. He 
argued that the importance of trade, and especially 
long-distance trade in archaic and classical Greece 
was insignificant and had been grossly overrated. At 
first, Hasebroek’s work met with massive opposi
tion,112 but after about a generation his views were 
vindicated by, especially, A.H.M. Jones and M.I. 
Finley, in whose view the ancient Greek and Roman 
economy was, essentially, an agrarian subsistence 
economy (Finley [1965], [1973]). The clash of views 
is often referred to as an opposition between “mod
ernism” and “primitivism”, and for more than a gener
ation “primitivism” has been the dominant, not to say 
the orthodox view. The concern was primarily with 
ancient Greece and Rome, but the views were 
launched under the label “The Ancient Economy” and 
it was believed, a fortiori, that they applied to the 
entire Mediterranean world from the dawn of civilisa
tion. In this context it suffices to quote Finley’s suc
cessor, Keith Hopkins, who in 1983 succinctly sum
marised the position held by Jones and Finley: “the 
new orthodoxy stresses the cellular self-sufficiency of 
the ancient economy; each farm, each district, each 
region grew and made nearly all that it needed. The 
main basis of wealth was agriculture. The vast 
majority of the population in most areas of the ancient 
world was primarily occupied with growing food. To 
be sure there were exceptions (such as classical 
Athens and the city of Rome), but they were excep
tions and should be treated as such. Most small towns 
were the residence of local large-landowners, centres 
of government and of religious cult; they also pro
vided market places for the exchange of local produce 
and a convenient location for local craftsmen making 
goods predominantly for local consumption. The 
scale of inter-regional trade was very small.”113

In recent years there has been a noticeable reaction 
against the “primitivistic” model.114 On the other 
hand, it has been reinforced by the introduction in the 
1980s of landscape survey in Mediterranean archae
ology. The focus of interest has shifted from the towns 
towards the hinterland and, as a result, the agricultural 
subsistence economy practised in households is still 
emphasised at the expense of trade linked to the har
bours and markets of the urban centres.115

But simultaneously with the emergence of the 
“primitivistic” interpretation of what was called “the 
ancient economy”, the opposite theory was advanced 
by one of the most prominent economists, viz. John 
Hicks (1969). Investigating the rise of the market, and 
looking for the context in which the market economy 

is most likely to have emerged, he points to the city- 
state. And referring to the Greek, Phoenician, Etr
uscan, Italian and German city-states he describes 
what he calls the first phase of the Mercantile 
Economy as follows: “The core of the city state, 
regarded as a trading entity, is a body of specialized 
traders engaged in external trade. They are trading, in 
part, with merchants in other city states; the whole 
body of traders, in mercantile relations with one 
another, over the whole group of city-states, consti
tutes the Mercantile Economy, the system of people 
and relations between people which we are to study. 
Even in this wide sense the Mercantile Economy is 
still an Open Economy, which exists by trading with 
people outside it” (Hicks [1969] 42-3).

Hicks possessed a restricted knowledge of ancient 
and medieval history, and some of his observations 
concerning specific city-state cultures do not stand up 
to scrutiny.116 Yet the present historical study seems to 
corroborate the validity of Hicks’ model and to dis
prove the “primitivistic” view of, primarily, the clas
sical world. The Greek and Roman city-states appear 
in a new perspective when seen in connection with all 
other city-state cultures. The most recent volume 
about trade and traders in the ancient city includes a 
chapter by A. Kuhrt about Assur and Kanesh, largely 
based on Larsen’s work. It is as far removed from the 
primitivistic model as can be, and lends strong sup
port to some of the other studies in the same volume 
which emphasise the importance of trade, including 
long-distance trade (Parkins & Smith [1998] 16-30). 
To adduce just a few examples I may quote Perikles’ 
praise of Classical Athens: “the magnitude of our city 
draws the produce of the world into our harbour, so 
that to the Athenian the fruits of other countries are as 
familiar a luxury as those of his own” (Thucydides 
2.38), or the Portuguese description of one of the 
Malay city-states: “Melaka has nothing of its own, 
and has everything of the world” (Reid, supra 420) or 
Bernal Diaz’ impression of the Aztec markets: “On 
reaching the market-place ... we were astounded at the 
great number of people and the quantities of merchan
dise ... You could see every kind of merchandise to be 
found anywhere in New Spain.”117 One of the major 
results of the present investigation has been to demon
strate the close connection between city-states and 
trade, and to emphasise long-distance trade as one of 
the essential links which could hold together the dif
ferent city-states of a city-state culture.118

To sum up. Republicanism and federalism are major 
aspects of modern statehood which stem from city
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state cultures and, before the late 18th century, they 
were almost exclusively found in city-state cultures. 
Urbanisation and trade are fundamental and intercon
nected aspects of modem society; they too were 
prominent aspects of most city-state cultures; here the 
city-states were not alone, but alongside the major 
cities in macro-states they were at the forefront as 
long as they were allowed to exist. On the other hand, 
the fragmentation of city-state cultures into small 
political units made them vulnerable when they were 
confronted by macro-states. And when a city-state 
culture became organised as a city-state empire, it was 
gradually transformed from a region with multiple 
polities into a macro-state with multiple urban cen
tres. City-state cultures have disappeared, and isolated 
city-states are few and far between. But some basic 
ideas and some important social and political institu
tions emerged in city-state cultures and were charac
teristic of city-state culture until the late 18th century 
when they became adapted to macro-states.

Notes
1. Two examples are Mogens Trolle Larsen’s description of the 

Assyrian city-state (1976) and Philip Jones’ of the Italian city- 
state (1997).

2. It is noteworthy that Toynbee’s definition leaves out the crite
rion of small size, see infra 601.

3. For a critique of Trigger’s views, see Wilson (1997) 230-1. I 
confess to being more in sympathy with Trigger’s model than 
with Wilson’s critique of it.

4. The study comprises a number of civilisations which were not 
split up into city-states according to the definitions suggested 
in the introduction to the volume. Nor do these civilisations fit 
the concepts of city-state and city-state culture described in the 
introduction to this volume supra 16-9. The civilisations in 
question are: Egypt (supra 23), the Indus culture (supra 23-4), 
Okinawa, Central Mexico from ca. 1700 B.C. to ca. 1200 A.D. 
(supra 584) and Peru.

5. Submitted to the National Research Foundation in 1991 and 
published in Hansen (1994) 10-13. The ideas suggested in this 
original research programme have been developed and 
refined, especially in consequence of the symposium held in 
January 1999. For the updated version, see the introduction 
supra 16-9.

6. For Teotihuacan, see 584; for Harappa, see Kenoyer (1997) 54 
and supra 23-4, 375-7.

7. The chapters in question are those about the Celtic oppida by 
John Collis, the Viking towns in Russia by Neil Price, the 
German city-states by Peter Johanek, and the Indian maha- 
janapadas in the Early Historic Period by Dilip Chakrabarti.

8. The English term city-state was probably coined in 1885 as a 
rendering of the German term Stadtstaat in connection with 
the translation into English of J. Bluntschli, Allgemeine Staats
lehre (6th edn. Berlin 1886) 63 = Theory of the State (London 
1885) 60. The German term Stadtstaat was probably coined in 
1842 as a rendering of the Danish term Bystat (by = town, cf. 

Derby) in connection with the translation into German of J.N. 
Madvig, Blik på Oldtidens Statsforfatninger med Hensyn til 
Udviklingen af Monarkiet og en omfattende Statsorganisme 
(Copenhagen 1840) 20 n. 2 = Blicke auf die Staatsverfas
sungen des Altertums, mit Rücksicht auf die Entwicklung der 
Monarchie und eines umfassenden Staatsorganismus in Archiv 
für Geschichte, Statistik, Kunde der Verwaltung und Lan
desrechte der Herzogthümer Schleswig, Holstein und Lauen
burg (Kiel 1842) 42. The terms Bystat and Stadtstaat were 
first applied to Rome in the republican period, and only later 
transferred to descriptions of, primarily, the Greek polis and 
the Italian città. The French term cité-État and the Italian term 
cittd-stato are both derived from Stadtstaat and/or city-state 
and neither is attested earlier than the 20th century.

Again, all the self-governing towns in the eastern part of the 
Roman empire were called poleis in Greek, but civitates in 
Latin (when the political aspect was stressed) or urbes (when 
the urban aspect was stressed), see Marquardt (1881) I 78-9; 
Ward-Perkins (1998) 371. In the medieval and Renaissance 
periods, Greek polis = Latin civitas was rendered cité in 
French (attested in Nicolas Oresme’s translation of Aristotle’s 
Politics [ca. 1375] republished by A.D. Menut [Philadelphia 
1970] 45), città in Italian (attested in Machiavelli, 11 Principe 
[composed in 1513] 5, 7 etc), and city in English (attested in 
Thomas Elyot’s summary of the opening of Aristotle’s Politics 
in The Image of Governance [London 1540] 267). For a full 
account, see Hansen (1994a) 18-22 and (1998) 15-16.

9. Berve (1951) 135; Meier (1995) 703; Cartledge (1998) 139. 
For a judicious opposition to such views, see Walter (1998). 
The relation between the concepts of polis and state is dis
cussed in Hansen (1998) 114-23.

10. For very clear formulations of this common view, see the Ger
man political philosopher Carl Schmitt ([1958] 375-6; 383-4), 
and the American political scientist David Easton ([1971] 
109), both quoted supra 28 note 23.

11. In several modem accounts the people are even emphasised as 
the most important of the three elements: territory - people - 
government. See, e.g., Raphael (1975) 609; Doehring (1987) 
Oppenheim (1992) 121; cf. Hansen (1998) 38-9.

12. Finley (1963) 45. See also Polanyi (1960) 333: “the Greek 
polis was not a city in the modem sense, but a state.”

13. Most recently by Murray (1996) 1205 and Lehmann (1997) 
368. For a dissociation of the concept of polis from the con
cept of autonomía, see Hansen (1998) 78-83.

14. Finley (1981) 4-5; Kolb (1984) 59; Baurain (1997) 278.
15. Aristotle’s term for self-sufficiency is autarkeia, which he 

uses in (a) an economic and (b) a moral sense. Re (a). Aristotle 
does not hold that economic self-suffiency is a characteristic 
by which the polis can be distinguished from larger political 
units (called ethnef His point is that, in the evolution of 
society, the polis is the first community which reaches the 
level of self-sufficiency (Pol. 1252b29; 1326b8). From an eco
nomic point of view larger units, like ethne, are as much or 
perhaps even more self-sufficient than the polis (Pol. 1326b3- 
4). Re (b). On the other hand, autarkeia becomes a distin
guishing criterion of the polis when understood in a moral 
sense and taken to denote a population large enough to include 
a sufficient number of morally valuable human beings (Pol. 
1261 b 11; 1326b8). - Thus, when autarkeia is seen as a purely 
economic concept the limit is a mininum, and autarkeia 
increases with size. But as a moral and demographic concept 
autarkeia is a mean between a minimum (a population so 
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small that the result is a lack of worthy persons as citizens) and 
a maximum (so many citizens that they cannot know one 
another and form one community in the proper sense of the 
term). Again, when wealth is judged from a moral point of 
view, Aristotle holds that affluence is as bad as poverty and 
that autarkeia in this respect is, once again, a mean, i.e. to pos
sess the necessaries of life but no surplus beyond that (Pol. 
1256b32). Precisely the same basic ideas lie behind Plato’s 
description in Resp. 369B & 372E of the emergence and 
development of the polis. See supra 18.

16. For the Nigerian historians, see supra 504. For a criticism of 
the Marxist interpretation of Chinese history, see Tu Cheng- 
sheng(1999) 425.

17. A concept may, of course, change its status over time. Thus, 
the concept of state took shape in the 16th and 17th centuries 
as a heuristic concept principally used by philosophers, and 
was transformed into a politically important concept only in 
the course of the 19th century.

18. In addition to the - presently - 187 members of the UN a few 
other political communities must be described as states, viz., 
Switzerland, the Vatican City and two groups of minute 
islands in the Pacific: Tonga and Tuvalu. Taiwan and Northern 
Cyprus are de facto states, but the former is prevented by 
China from membership of the UN and the latter is denied 
recognition as a state by all states except Turkey.

19. Whereas the invention of a purely heuristic concept only occa
sionally results in the emergence of a “historic” concept, there 
is nothing to prevent a scholar from using a “historic” concept 
as a “heuristic” concept as well. Thus, state is primarily a his
toric concept applied from the mid-17th century onwards to 
European states, but, especially in this century, it is used in the 
social and political sciences as a heuristic concept as well, see 
supra 12-3.

20. Adduced by Glassner, supra 35.
21. Toynbee (1970) 54-5; Griffeth & Thomas (1981) xv, 201, 204 

n.7; Charlton and Nichols (1997) 2.
22. See Hansen, supra 17; Chakrabarti, supra 389; Collis, supra 

233, 237; and Price, supra 270-1.
23. The Aztec city-state culture poses a different problem: in some 

cases an urban centre seems to have been inhabited by people 
belonging to two different city-states. One solution is to 
assume that political affiliation in such cases was not bound 
to the territory but to personal allegiance, see supra 589 & 
16.

24. Liverani (1997) who adduces Jacob Burckhardt (1870/1929) 
65 as one of the principal forerunners of Weber’s views of the 
Stadtgemeinde as a European phenomenon. The authors of the 
articles in Meier (1994) seem to take it for granted that 
Weber’s distinction between the occidental and the oriental 
city is still valid, see especially 8-9, 59-63.

25. Mesopotamia: Maisels (1993); India: Kenoyer (1998); Africa: 
Shaw, Sinclair, Andah & Okpoko (1993); East Asia: Wang 
(1982), Barnes (1992); America: Nichols & Charlton (1997).

26. Wheatley (1971) 372; Liverani (1997) 107.
27. Morris (1994) 365-401.
28. Marçais (1928); Hourani (1970); Coquery-Vidrovitch (1993) 

108-48. See Reid, supra 421; Griffeth, supra 489-91.
29. Hourani (1970) 13: “[Weber’s] definition does more or less 

correspond to what Europeans would think of as a city, and if 
we accept it then we must also accept his conclusion that Near 
Eastern cities are not cities in the full sense. Of his five marks 
two at least are missing in the Islamic city ... It had no legal 

privileges conferred by the state ... nor, apart from some rare 
exceptions (some short-lived municipal bodies in Spain and 
North Africa), did it possess autonomy.” Lapidus (1973) 47: in 
the Middle Eastern city “no single community included all res
idents of the city, for every citizen population was divided into 
various parochial bodies, several religious communities, and 
many residents, such as the state elites, who belonged to no 
particular group. Nor did any magistrate or council speak for 
the whole of a citizen population.” See also Cocquery-Vidro- 
vitch (1993) 111. It must be added, however, that Weber 
(1921/1972) 739 decribes the Arabian cities in the Age of 
Muhammad as well as some of the Islamic cities as proper 
analogies to the ancient polis.

30. For Spain see the note about the Andalusian Taifa states, supra 
24.

31. In modem India the census requirements for being a city are 
(1) more than 5,000 inhabitants; (2) a population density ex
ceeding 1,000 to the square mile; (3) more than 75% of the 
adult males must be engaged in work other than agricultural 
(Wheatley [1972] 620). 1 square mile = 2.4 square km. Thus, 
with a population density of 6-9 per ha = 1400 - 2100 per 
square mile, Maya cities just meet the density requirement.

32. Maya: Thompson (1954) 81-2. It is worth noting that Thomp
son availed himself of the concept of city-state in spite of the 
fact that, in 1954, he took the Maya “cities” to be ceremonial 
centres and not cities in our sense of the word (ibidem 57).

33. The concept of city-state was applied to the Niger Delta states 
by Dike (1956) 30-4.

34. van Leur (1934/1955) see Reid, supra 418 with note 5.
35. Among the named cities adduced as examples by Weber are 

Arnhem (729), Athens (732 et passim), Cologne (730), Con
stantinople (740), London (762), Moscow (729), Rome (732 et 
passim), Venice (758), Wiesbaden (729) etc.

36. Weber (1921/1972) 731 (Medieval or ancient); 784 (ancient 
Greek); 743, 803 (Medieval Italian).

37. Weber (1921/1972) 739 (Juda and Phoenician city-states). At 
746 Weber speaks about “die Polis Jerusalem”. See also 
Weber (1921) 17, 35-41, 90, 109. In (1921) 180, however, 
there is a reference to Sumerian Stadtstaaten. I am grateful to 
Prof. Eckart Otto for providing me with the references to 
Weber (1921).

38. Weber (1921/1972) 744, 745, 747, 753, 757, 764, 790, 795. 
Like von Below (1898) 4 versus 16 et alibi, Weber seems to 
distinguish between the German Stadtgemeinden and the 
Italian Stadtstaaten.

39. Let me add that the political aspects of urbanisation were seri
ously discussed in some of the contributions to the 1958 sym
posium entitled City Invincible (Kraeling & Adams [I960]).

40. Wheatley’s use of the concept of city-state is rather ambiva
lent. On the one hand, he says that “all generated cities were in 
their earlier phases city-states” (398) - a view also found in 
Southall (1998) 4 - but on the other hand he holds that “the 
city-state appears to represent a developmental phase of socio
political organization in which, it is true, the city exercises the 
sovereign powers of a state government. But this type of city 
constitutes a special case” (400 n.3).

4L Southall (1998) 4. For a similar view, see Hammond (1972) 2: 
“The term city-state could be applied in general to the govern
ment of any community defined as a city, whatever its political 
pattern.” See also Wheatley (1971) 398: “all generated cities 
were in their earlier phases city-states.”

42. Christaller (1933), see also Wheatley (1971) 614-19.
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43. See, however, Meynen (1979) and especially Kiessling (1979) 
184-92.

44. The political aspects of urban life are only vaguely referred to 
in Childe’s list of ten criteria, viz. no. 3 (surplus paid paid to a 
deity or a king); no. 5 (ruling class), and no. 10 (state organi
sation).

45. Dependent city-states in city-state cultures: (1) Syrian (supra 
60, 62, 64); (2) Palestinian, (supra 74); (3) Phoenician (supra 
90, 101, 103, 105); (4) Philistine (supra 133, 136-7); (5) Neo
Babylonian (supra 118, 122, 126); (6) Hellenic (supra 148-9, 
153, 170-2); (7) Latin (supra 211, 215, 220); (8) hiberno- 
Norse (supra 254, 258); (9) Dutch (supra 346-8, 353-4); (10) 
Taklamakan (supra 393-6); (11) Chinese (supra 359-67); (12) 
Yoruba (supra 513-4); (13) Kotoko (supra 531); (14) Fante 
(supra 519, 524, 528-9); (15) Swahili (supra 475-80); (16) 
Sriwijaya (supra 411-2); (17) Malay (supra 422); (18) Thai 
(supra 432-3); (19) Maya (supra 550, 552. 559-61); (20) 
Aztec (supra 585, 588, 591-2); (21) Mixtec (supra 576, 578).

46. In this context it suffices to quote the 13th-century political 
philosopher Bartolo of Sassoferato: “civitates tarnen que 
principem non recognoscunt in dominum et sic earum populus 
liber est... possent hoc forte statuere, quia civitas ipsamet sibi 
princeps est.” Bartulus ad D. 4.4.3, n.l (fol 133r) quoted from 
Canning (1987) 97 n. 15. See also Epstein, supra 277 note 4. 
For the view, however, that many subject cities were still - to 
some extent - polities, i.e. dependent city-state, see Chittolini 
(1991)598-9.

47. The Assyrian, the Swiss, the Mzâb, the Hausa and the Niger 
Delta.

48. It is, for example, unknown whether the Sumerian city-states 
were allowed to persist as dependent city-states under the Ur 
III dynasty or whether they were reduced to the status of 
municipal cities, so that the city-state culture disappeared until 
the fall of the dynasty in ca. 2000 B.C., see supra 20 with note 
93.

49. diatemnein kat’ arthra = to cut at the joints, Plato, Phaidros 
265E.

50. See, e.g., Gawantka (1985) 9 n. 1: “Da ein un-autonomer 
Stadtstaat evident ein Widerspruch in sich wäre, ist hier über
zeugender S. Aisaka, Die Staatsidee der griechischen Polis, 
Osaka, 1983, 1, der als die ‘Charakteristik des Polisstaats’ 
benennt: “Bekanntlich verstanden die Griechen unter der Be
sonderheit der Polis ihre ‘Autonomie und Freiheit.’”

51. Cf., e.g., Kelsen (1946) 249; Finer (1997) 2; Nicholson (1998) 
120.

52. Oppenheim (1992) 123: “A state normally possesses inde
pendence, and therefore sovereignty. Yet there are states which 
are not legally independent. All states which are under the 
suzerainty or protectorate of another state, or are member 
states of a federal state, belong to this group”. Conze (1990) 1: 
“Es gab souveräne Fürsten, die nicht über einen Staat geboten, 
so wie es Staaten gab und gibt, die nicht souverän sind”.

53. This bisection of sovereignty goes back to Hegel who in 
(1821) §278 distinguished between “Souveränität nach innen" 
and “Souveränität nach aussen". The distinction is now uni
versally acknowledged, see, e.g. M. Duverger (1966) 15-16 
who sets la souveraineté dans l’état against la souveraineté de 
l’état. See also Zippelius (1989) § 10.1 (64); and Pierson 
(1996) 47-50.

54. Quoted from Oppenheim’s International Law I (9th edn. 
Harlow 1992) 248-9. The theory of divided sovereignty was 
advanced by Tocqueville (1992) 126-7, 422-31 = De la 

démocratie en Amérique (1835-40) 1.1.8 and 1.2.10. It was 
developed by Waitz (1862), and, although it was rejected by, 
e.g., Jellinek (1914) 502ff, it seems to be almost universally 
accepted, see the above quote from Oppenheim. See also Finer 
(1997)378.

55. See, e.g., Rochère (1996) 49-56 and the verdict of the Court of 
Justice of the European Communities in the case Costa v. 
ENEL of 15 July 1964. Doehring (1987) 426 notes that “the 
member States of the European Communities, it is true, par
tially waived their sovereignty, but they did not completely 
abolish their independence.”

56. The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current Eng
lish illustrates the meaning of the adjective by the phrase: “an 
alliance of autonomous states” (5th edn. 1995). Both meanings 
are recorded in Collins Dictionary of the English Language 
(2nd edn. 1986) “(1) possessing a large degree of self-govern
ment; (2) independent”. The same ambiguity applies to the 
German and French terms as well. For the German terms Auto
nomie! autonom, see, e.g., Duden Das grosse Wörterbuch der 
deutschen Sprache 1 (1976) “[Verwaltungsmässige] Unab
hängigkeit, Selbstständigkeit: die Autonomie dieses Landes ist 
gefährdet; Die Autonomie der Fraktionen stellt das politisch 
bedeutsamste Gegenwicht gegen autokratische Tendenzen 
dar”. For the French terms autonomie!autonome, see, e.g., Le 
petit Laroussse compact (1993) “Indépendence, possibilité de 
décider, pour un organisme, pour un individu, par rapport à un 
pouvoir central, à une hiérarchie, une autorité. L’autonomie 
des universités" compared with Dictionnaire Hachette ency
clopédique (1994) “Indépendance qui jouissent les pays auto
nomes”.

57. The agreement itself is called “Declaration of Principles of 
Interim Self-Government Arrangements”, and in the docu
ment the term self-government is the only term used, but in the 
subsequent political debate “autonomy” has frequently been 
used synonymously with “self-government”. See United 
Nations General Assembly Security Council AI48I486 SI26560 
of 11 October 1993 compared with the Israeli Government’s 
report of 2 June 1994: The Middle East Peace Process, an 
Overview 7-8, where Gaza and Jericho are referred to as “auto
nomous areas”.

58. Elazar (1994) xii: “among the new developments are entities 
within polities which possess autonomy or home rule in one 
form or another”. ... xvii: “currently functioning examples of 
autonomy or self-rule, ranging from classic federation to var
ious forms of cultural home rule, were identified in 52 dif
ferent states.” For several scores of such a use of the concept 
of autonomy, see the collection of Documents on Autonomy 
and Minority Rights in Hannum (1993).

59. Internal autonomy (Niemeyer, supra 101); administrative 
autonomy (Epstein, supra 281); political and administrative 
autonomy (Epstein, supra 288); for the distinction in medieval 
Germany between independent cities (Reichsstädte) and auto
nomous cities (AutotonmieStädte) see Johanek, supra. For the 
autonomy of the cities of the Hanseatic League, see Johanek, 
supra 305. In general discussions of city-states it has become 
fairly common to speak about “degrees of autonomy”, see 
Burke (1986) 151; Clemente (1991) 643.

60. For “the self-governing but dependent commune opposed to 
the city-state”, see Epstein, supra 277. For the self-govern
ment of almost all the cities of the German Empire, see 
Johanek, supra 306.

61. The Phoenician cities were requested to furnish ships to the 
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navy with which Sargon II attacked Cyprus and to the navy 
with which Xerxes attacked Greece, see Harden (1971) 115.

62. Thus in the 15th century both Brunei and Melaka became trib
utaries of the Chinese emperor in order to position themselves 
as entrepots with the sole legal access to the Chinese market, 
see Reid, supra 419.

63. Montepulciano and Grosseto were rather substantial towns 
which in the 14th century were ruled from Siena. But both had 
“their own constitutions, city councils, treasurers and other 
officials, local police forces, property taxes, and at times even 
a Guelf party organization.” (Bowsky [1981] 8-9).

64. Lucca was under Pisa in the years 1342-69, but still had a mint 
and issued its own coins (the Copenhagen Coin Cabinet pos
sesses some). Also, Bologna (Renaissance and later) had its 
own mint and issued two different series, one series of papal 
coins and one issued by Bologna itself, sometimes inscribed 
POPULUS et SENATUS bonon; or e.g. obv: Pius Vi pont max; rev: 
BONON DOCET.

65. Under the Oyo Empire the ruler of each Yoruba Ilu was the 
supreme judge within his own community, but his decisions 
could be quashed by the Alafin, the ruler of Oyo, see supra 
513.

66. Subjected boroughs, towns and cities retained some self- 
government, but their right to be tried in their own courts was 
normally restricted to civil cases, see Jones (1997) 570-2.

67. The city of Lemgo was a Hansestadt belonging to Lippe. In 
the second half of the 15th century administration of justice, 
even in criminal cases, rested with the city’s council, not with 
the Landesherr, see Meier-Lemgo (1962) 129-31.

68. Timbal (1956) 358-9; in some other consulate cities, however, 
jurisdiction in criminal cases rested with the feudal overlord.

69. Of the leaders of the Persian fleet in 480 B.C., the three 
Phoenician commanders are identified by their city (Sidon, 
Tyros and Arwad), whereas the others are identified by their 
region (a Cilician, a Lycian, a Cypriote, and a Carian) (Hero- 
dotos 7.98).

70. For the sentiment of political loyalty to the individual city- 
state. see Smith (1986) 61-3, 83-4, 99, 165.

71. An extreme case is that reported by Peel: the chiefs of Isaobi, 
a Yoruba village or perhaps even a hamlet, referred to their 
community as an llu, i.e. a city, or even a city-state (supra 
513).

72. Even under Assyrian domination the rulers of the five Philis
tine cities are referred to in Assyrian documents as being 
kings, which indicates that the Assyrians saw the cities as 
dependent political units, not just as cities in a province, see 
Strange, supra 136.

73. For Syria, see Thuesen, supra 64; for Hellas, see Thomas 
(1981)44; Baurain (1997) 403.

74. For the Malay city-states, see Manguin, supra 413 and Reid, 
supra 417. For the Taklamakan city-states, see di Cosmo, 
supra 393. For the Arabian city-states, see Simonsen, supra 
242.

75. Anglo-Saxon states: Arnold (1997) 211-30; Scandinavia: 
Andrén (1994) 128-34; Olsen (1989) 27-32.

76. Kuhrt (1995) 132-4; Baines & Yoffee (1998) 216-18.
77. Etruria: Torelli, supra 195-6. Latium: Cornell, supra 212.
78. Hansen, supra 161, citing Kolb and Morris.
79. Burckhardt (1898/1952) I: 59; Gschnitzer (1988) 291-3; 

Demand (1996) 15; Niemeyer, supra 109.
80. Heurgon (1957) 64-6; Torelli (1986) 51-3; Colonna (1986) 

431.

81. Republican city-states: Greek (supra 165-7); Etruscan (supra 
191, 195, 198-203); Latin (supra 221-3); Italian (supra 279, 
283-5, 288-90); Swiss (supra 322-4); Dutch (supra 343-54); 
Mzâb (supra 448); Swahili (supra 460-1, 480); Ibadan of the 
Yoruba (supra 513-4); Banda-Neira of the Malay (supra 422).

82. Councils and assemblies attested in monerchically ruled city- 
states: Sumerian (supra 43-7); Assyrian (supra 84); Phoeni
cian, especially Carthage (Ameling [1993] 67-97); Irish 
(supra 259); Swahili (supra 480); Niger Delta (supra 536-7); 
Chinese (supra 368-70). In 1645 the ruler of a Fante city-state 
was fined by the town council (supra 525).

83. Examples of non-urbanised micro-states are some of the small 
Swiss Cantons, notably Schwyz, Uri and Unterwalden (supra 
16), and some of the nomadic states on the fringes of the Tak
lamakan desert in central Asia (supra 396-7).

84. Rousseau (1964) 404-6 - Du Contrat Social Book 3 Chapter 
4; 907-8 = Constitution pour la Corse. Miller (1984).

85. Rousseau (1964) 425-6, 444-58 = Du contrat social Book 3 
Chapter 12 & Book 4 Chapters 4-6.

86. Rousseau (1964) 111-21 = Discours sur l’origine de l'iné
galité, “Dédicacé”. Dent (1992) 126-8.

87. Rousseau (1964) 361 = Du contrat social Book 1 Chapter 6, 
note: Le vrai sens de ce mot [Cité] s’est presque entièrement 
effacé chez les modernes; la plupart prennent une ville pour 
une Cité et un bourgeois pour un Citoyen. Ils ne savent pas que 
les maisons font la ville mais que les Citoyens font la Cité.

88. Bock, Skinner & Viroli (1990).
89. Skinner (1978) I: 41-2, 53-4, 79, 109, 158-9.
90. The Federalist no. 32, of 2 Jan. 1788, by Hamilton; Toc

queville (1992) 126-7, 422-31 = De la démocratie en 
Amérique (1835-40) 1.1.8 and 1.2.10.

91. Netti (1968/1994) 19; Skocpol (1985) 22; MacCormick (1987) 
583.

92. McDonald (1985) 276-80.
93. Madison’s notes on the debates in the Federal Convention, 19 

June, 2 & 6. The Federalist Papers nos. 9, 16 (Hamilton); nos. 
16, 18-20,42-3,45 (Madison).

94. E.g. James Wilson in the Constitutional Convention on 6 June; 
Hamilton in the first section of The Federalist no. 9. See 
Richard (1994) 103-15.

95. E.g. Hamilton in The Federalist no. 9.6-9.
96. Montesquieu (1951) 369-72 - De l’esprit des lois Book 9 

Chapters 1-3. Shklar (1990) 274-9. The Antifederalists often 
repeated Montesquieu’s claim that all republics had to be 
small, see Richard (1994) 114-15.

97. The Swiss Eidgenossenschaft of 1291 was originally an 
alliance between three small non-urbanised communities: 
Swyz, Uri and Unterwalden. But by 1501 eight cities had 
joined the Eidgenossenschaft and by the Stanser Verkommnis 
of 1481 it was turned into a confederation dominated by city- 
states, see Stercken, supra 325. Other possible examples of 
city-state federations are the five Philistine city-states (Stran
ge, supra 135); The Mzâb pentapolis united under the Halqa 
(Jaabiri, supra 452-3, pace Alport [1972] 148); the Fante 
federation of city-states under Mankessim (Kea, supra 527-9); 
the two Kotoko federations led by, respectively, Makari and 
Logone Bimi (Hansen, supra 531); the federation of negeri 
led by Aceh (Reid, supra 426), and the federation of city- 
states in Lombardy under Milanese hegemony until ca. 1450 
(Epstein, supra 288).

98. In his History Of Government (I: 378-81) Finer (1997) argued 
that the USA was the first federal state in world history and 
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that the ancient Greek “leagues” were confederations, not fed
erations. Defining a federal state Finer insists on three charac
teristics. (1) Duties of government divided between a central 
government and a number of member-state governments. (2) 
The two sets of government operate side by side and on equal 
terms. (3) The central authority must be empowered to act 
directly on the entire body of citizens through its own agents. 
It is the third criterion which constitutes the difference 
between a confederation and a federal state, and, according to 
Finer, the Boiotian, Aitolian, and Achaian Leagues fulfilled 
(1) and (2) but not (3). Now in this broad historical perspective 
it would amount to over-interpretation to maintain a rigid dis
tinction between a confederation and a federal state and 
project it back into the ancient world. Moreover, there are in 
fact clear aspects of Finer’s third criterion being in operation 
in some of the ancient Greek “leagues”. In The Second Boi
otian Federation (379-338 B.C.), for example, the supreme 
organ of government was an assembly to which citizens from 
all the poleis had direct access, and there is evidence that a 
federal court could pass a sentence on citizens of individual 
Boiotian poleis. See Larsen [1968]; Walbank [1976-7]; Beck 
[1997] 18-19; 22-6). - Also the Dutch Republic was not just a 
confederacy. It was “a cross between federal state and confed
eracy, with more of the confederacy in form and theory, and 
more of the federal state in substance and practice” (Israel 
[1995] 276-7). Thus, Finer’s description of the USA as the first 
federal state in world history is an oversimplification.

99. More (1989) 42-111 = Utopia Book 2. The term used to 
describe each of the fifty-four cities is civitas.

100. Elazar (1994) xv; “Nearly 80 per cent of the world’s popula
tion now live within polities that are either formally federal or 
that utilize federal arrangements in some way, while only 20 
per cent live in polities that can be denominated as outside of 
any federal arrangements.”

101. Charter of the United Nations and Statute of the International 
Court of Justice, Chapter 2 Article 3: “The original members 
of the United Nations shall be the states which ... sign the 
present Charter and ratify it in accordance with article 10”. 
Article 4: “Membership in the United Nations is open to all 
other peace-loving states which accept the obligations con
tained in the present Charter ...”. See also Rules of Procedure 
of the General Assembly (New York 1985) Rules 134 and 136. 
Cf. Cohen (1961) 1127-71.

102. Elazar (1994) xii: “The idea of more than one government 
exercising powers over the same territory was anathema to the 
European fathers of the modern nation-state. The twentieth 
century, on the other hand, is the age of federalism. Hence the 
existence of more than one government over the same terri
tory, each with its special powers, competence, or tasks, is 
becoming an increasingly common phenomenon.”

103. Chauduri (1991); Kristiansen (1991) 25; Finer (1997) 6.
104. This view can be traced back to Rostovtzeff (1926) 50: “The 

Roman Empire was to become a commonwealth of self-gov
erning cities. Exception was made only in the case of Egypt, 
with its immemorial organization, so different and so far 
removed from the system of Greek city-states. The same prin
ciple of policy was applied by Augustus to the West - to Gaul, 
Spain and Africa.”

105. Other possible examples of city-state empires are Ebla in the 
mid 3rd millennium B.C. (Thuesen, supra 60-1), and the city- 
state kingdoms in China under the Shang and Western Zhou dy
nasties (Lewis, supra 364-5). The present knowledge of Maya 

hieroglyphs does not allow us to descide whether the city-state 
systems ruled by, respectively, Calakmul and Tikal were small 
city-state empires or federal states (Grube, supra 550).

106. Tilly (1994) 13; Bairoch (1988) 197.
107. Sumer: “by 2500 B.C. it looks as though 80% of the popula

tion resided in substantial cities of more than 40 ha.” (Kuhrt 
[1995] 31). In classical Hellas at least 1/3 of the population 
had their homes in walled poleis (Hansen, supra 155-6). In 
medieval Germany “although some of the imperial cities cre
ated quite substantial territories the majority of the population 
lived in the urban centre, inside the town walls” (Johanek, 
supra 299). In north Italy in the 14th century ca. 25-30% of the 
population lived in urban centres (Epstein, supra 286); “in 
1500 15.8% of all Dutchmen and women lived in cities [of 
over 10,000 inhabitants]” (Prak, supra 343); In Kilwa on the 
east coast of Africa in 1502 the whole population lived inside 
the walls (Sinclair & Håkansson, supra 471). In the early 
1830s the town of Oyo enclosed some 35-40 square km within 
its walls (Peel, supra 512). In cities such as Melaka, Pahang 
and Patani at least a quarter of the population was urban and 
largely dependent on imported grain (Reid, supra 419). Jal- 
tapec was the capital of a typical Mixtec city-state. In 1547-50 
the population of the capital was 4,819 persons out of a total 
population of 8,308 persons (Lind, supra 570). In the Mexican 
city-state the urban population constituted some 40-75% of the 
total population (Smith, supra 587).

108. The trend is clear but it is impossible to name precise percent
ages. One reason for the wide range (1/4-3/4) indicated in the 
text is the disagreement among scholars about the minimum 
population required to count as a “city” or “town”. Following 
de Vries, Prak (supra 343) suggests a population of 10,000 
min. Bairoch (1988) 136 “defines as urban any town with a 
population of five thousand or more,” but admits (138) that in 
a historical context “a limit of 2,000 or even 1,000 would be 
more appropriate.” Among ancient historians the limit is often 
set as low as 1,000 (Kolb [1984] 15). In medieval Germany 
many of the 3-4,000 Städte - according to the legal definition 
- could not even muster a population of 1,000 persons 
(Johanek, supra 296). See also Braudel (1967) 371; Wrigley 
(1991) 107-20.

109. Braudel (1967) 369-74; Hagget (1972) 267-71.
110. Grain: Hansen, supra 143; Gamsey (1999) 29-33. Rice: Reid, 

supra 419-20 and (1993) 77. Maize: Lind, supra 575. See also 
Braudel (1967) 78-133, who points out that in the early modern 
period the Mediterranean long-distance trade in cereals was 
small when compared with a total population of ca. 60 million 
persons (94). Yet, we must keep in mind that the urban popula
tion constituted a small fraction of the total population, and 
that the urban centres of city-states constituted a small fraction 
only of all urban centres.

111. Meyer (1910) 79ff; Beloch (1924) 264-300.
112. See, e.g., Ziebarth (1929); Gomme (1933) and Heichelheim 

(1964).
113. Hopkins (1983) xi. That Hopkins shares Finley’s views is ap

parent from xxi: “In the first two centuries A.D., total produc
tion, consumption and trade were greater than they had been in 
the previous centuries or were in subsequent centuries. In my 
view, the Finley model of the ancient economy is sufficiently 
flexible to incorporate this modest dynamic, without undermin
ing its basic primitivism”. For self-sufficiency (autarkeia) 
identified with subsistence economy, see Hanson (1995) 78.

114. Most recently in Parkins & Smith (1998); Garnsey (1999). Let 
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me add that I have always opposed the primitivistic interpreta
tion of the ancient Greek economy, see Isager & Hansen 
(1975)50-2.

115. Judiciously pointed out by Davies (1998) 237: “The second 
contribution of economic anthropology, reinforced by the pre
occupations and findings of archaeological survey work, has 
been to divert attention away from towns and traders towards 
landscapes and their unurbanised inhabitants.”

116. For a critical review of Hicks’ theory, including criticism of 
his historical information, see Bauer (1989).

117. Bernal Diaz del Castillo, quoted from Smith (1996) 114.
118. Importance of trade in city-state cultures: Palestinian (supra 

69, 73); Assyrian (supra 79-82, 85-6); Phoenician (supra 90, 
96-9); Greek (supra 142, 156, 159-60, 164, 169); Arabian 
(supra 241-3, 246-8); Irish (supra 251-4); German (supra 
300-3); Swiss (supra 327. 335); Italian (supra 278-81, 283, 
286, 288); Dutch (supra 348-9); Mzâb (supra 457-8; Alport 
[1972] 149); Swahili (supra 468-75); Hausa (supra 483, 490, 
492, 494); Yoruba (supra 507, 510-3); Fante (supra 519-20, 
522-4, 528-9); Niger Delta (supra 536, 540-1, 544); Takla- 
makan (supra 395, 398-400, 404); Sriwijaya (supra 409-10, 
414-5); Malay (supra 413, 417-21,423-7); Maya (supra 558); 
Mixtec (supra 573, 575, 578); Aztec (supra 588, 590). On the 
other hand, the Philistine (supra 133-4) and the Chinese 
(supra 371-2) city-state cultures were basically agrarian.
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213-5, 218; Maya 1 559; Mix. 
576; Mzâb 459; Nig. 544; Pal. 
74-5; Phil. 136-7; Syr. 64; 
Takl. 395, 406; Vik-I 259-60.

Self-sufficiency, autarky, 
subsistence economy 18, 26, 
598, 599, 614-5; Fante 520; 
Hausa 488, 494; Hell. 157, 
159-60; It. 285; Maya I 558; 
Mix. 573, 575; Phil. 129; Swa. 
468; Syr. 61; Takl. 406; Yor. 
507.

Simultaneous emergence of 
urbanisation and state for
mation 17, 610; Arab. 247; 
Aztec 584; Celt. 237; Etr. 195- 
6; Fante 521, 524; Hausa 485, 
489; Hell. 109, 146, 161, 610- 
1; Kot. 531; Lat. 212; Maya I 
547; Mzâb 447; Nig. 535; Pal. 
73; Phil. 133; Swa. 470; Swiss 
322, 335; Syr. 59-60, 64; Takl. 
401-3; Vik-I 251, 253-4; Vik- 
R 272; Yor. 510.

Sovereignty 12-3, 18,24,607, 
612-3; Bab. 118; Dutch 345-6, 
348, 353-4; Fante 527; Ger. 
306, 308; Hausa 483-4, 489, 
492, 499; Ind. 375, 378; It. 
277,281,282,286-8; Lat. 211; 
Mai. 422; Maya I 549, 559; 
Phoen. 90, 92, 100; Sum. 35, 
41-2, 48-9; Swa. 478; Swiss 
16, 321,325, 334; Syr. 60, 62, 
64; Takl. 395; Tai 431; Vik-I 
254, 260-1; Vik-R 270.

State, concept of 12-4, 25-6, 
27,49, 549, 599, 600-1,606-7, 
613; tribal state 13, 229-31, 
237, 378, 385, 582; stateless 
society 15, 26-7, 479, 486, 
501,535,600.

Term used for city and city- 
state 16, 29; Ass. 79, 85; 
Aztec 583-4, 597; Celt. 232; 
Chin. 362, 367-8; Etr. 198; 
Fante 519 Ger. 296; Hausa 
484; Hell. 152-4, 599, 600; It. 

277, 279; Lat. 211,214-5, 597, 
599; Mai. 422; Maya I 553; 
Mix. 569; Nig. 29, 535; Phoen. 
29; Sriw. 411-2; Sum. 38; 
Swa. 466, 472, 479; Swiss 
322; Takl. 395; Tai 431-2; Vik- 
I 252-3, 259; Yor. 508, 597.

Territory, hinterland 16-7, 
19, 24, 598,601-2; Arab. 242; 
Ass. 79; Aztec 585-6; Bab. 
120; Celt. 233, 237; Chin. 
362-4; Etr. 196, 199, 202, 215; 
Fante 520-1, 524-6, 528; Ger. 
297-8; Hausa 489, 498, 503, 
602; Hell. 150-2, 155, 163-4, 
171-2, 602; Ind. 376, 378-88, 
389; It. 285-7, 602; Kot. 531- 
2; Lat. 215-7; Mai. 413, 420; 
Maya I 550-3; Maya II 561; 
Mix. 570; Mzâb 460; Nig. 
535, 540-1; Pal. 71-3; Phil. 
132; Phoen. 90, 104-5, 602; 
Sriw. 412-3; Sum. 38, 39, 41; 
Swa. 468, 472, 473-5, 479; 
Swiss 325-31, 336; Syr. 60; 
Takl. 395-6; Tai 431-2; Vik-I 
254; Vik-R 270-1; Yor. 507-9.

Trade 18, 19, 598,609,614-5; 
Arab. 241-3, 246-8, 609-10; 
Ass. 79-82, 85-6, 610, 615; 
Aztec 588,590,615; Bab. 120; 
Celt. 235-6; Chin. 372; Dutch 
348-9; Etr. 192, 200, 615; 
Fante 519-20, 522-4, 528-9; 
Ger. 300-3, 615; Hausa 483, 
490, 492, 494; Hell. 143, 156, 
159-60, 164, 169, 614-5; Ind. 
378, 382, 385, 386; It. 278-81, 
283, 286, 288, 615; Mai. 413, 
417-21, 423-7, 615; Maya I 
558; Mix. 573, 575, 578; 
Mzâb 457-8; Nig. 536, 540, 
541, 544, 610; Pal. 69, 73; 
Phil. 134; Phoen. 90, 96, 98-9, 
103,615; Sriw. 409-10,414-5; 
Sum. 37, 40,41; Swa. 468-75, 
615; Swiss 327, 335; Syr. 60, 
64; Takl. 395, 398-400, 404; 
Tai 436, 439; Vik-I 251-4; 
Vik-R 266, 268; Yor. 507, 510- 
3.

Urban centre = political 
centre 18, 19, 36, 603-4; Ass. 
83; Aztec 586; Bab. 117; Chin. 
361; Etr. 191; Fante 524; 
Hausa 484, 501; Hell. 153, 
162-4, 172; Ind. 378-88; Kot. 
531; Lat. 214, 217; Mai. 421; 
Maya I 553; Maya II561; Mix. 
569; Mzâb 448; Nig. 541; Pal. 
74; Sriw. 411; Sum. 39; Swa. 
471; Syr. 59-60; Takl. 396; Tai 
432; Yor. 507,515.

Urbanisation 11-2, 17-9, 25, 
598, 602-4, 610, 614-5; Arab. 
247; Ass. 79-80; Aztec 585-7; 
Bab. 120; Celt. 234-5; Chin. 
359, 361-2; Dutch 343-4; Etr. 
192-6, 215, 610; Fante 520-4, 
526; Ger.300; Hausa 489-91, 
603; Hell. 109, 152-65; Ind. 
375, 378-88, 389; It. 279, 286; 
Kot. 531; Lat. 212,214-7,610; 
Mai. 421, 603-4; Maya I 553- 
6, 603-4; Mix. 572-3; Mzâb 
448-9, 459, 603; Nig. 540-2; 
Pal. 71-3; Phil. 133-4; Phoen. 
93-6, 100, 106-8; Sriw. 410-1; 
Sum. 36-9, 603; Swa. 467, 

468-72, 475-6, 479, 603; 
Swiss 322, 335; Syr. 59, 61-2, 
63; Takl. 401-3; Tai 432; Vik-I 
252-4, 610; Vik-R 266, 268; 
Yor. 507, 511,512, 515.

Villages and other towns in 
hinterland 18, 19, Ass. 80; 
Aztec 586, 588; Celt. 233, 
237; Chin. 361, 371; Dutch 
344; Etr. 189, 217; Fante 520- 
1,524-6; Ger. 298, 299; Hausa 
489, 491; Hell. 153-9, 161, 
172; Ind. 378; Lat. 217; Maya 

1 551, 558; Mix. 569, 570; 
Nig. 540-1; Pal. 73; Phil. 133; 
Phoen. 90; Sriw. 411-2; Sum. 
38-40; Swa. 466-8, 479; Swiss 
331,335; Syr. 56; Takl. 402-3; 
Tai 432; Vik-I 255; Vik-R 265, 
266; Yor. 507-9.

Walled cities 18, 19, 598; Ass. 
79, 83; Bab. 121; Celt. 234; 
Chin. 359; Dutch 350; Etr. 
189, 195, 218; Fante 524; Ger. 
306-7; Hausa 483, 489-90; 
Hell. 156-7, 160; Ind. 375, 
378-88; It. 284, 287; Kot. 531; 
Lat. 217-9; Mai. 421; Maya I 
559; Mix. 572; Mzâb 448; 
Nig. 540; Pal. 69, 74; Phil. 
135; Phoen. 93; Sriw. 414; 
Sum. 36; Swa. 465, 472, 479; 
Swiss 321, 326, 329; Syr. 59, 
61, 63; Takl. 396, 401-2; Tai 
432; Vik-I 255, 257; Vik-R 
268; Yor. 507, 510, 512,515.

War between city-states 17; 
Arab. 245, 247; Aztec 591; 
Chin. 359, 366, Etr. 196; 
Hausa 499-502; Hell. 170-1; 
It. 283-4, 288-9; Kot. 531; Lat. 
218; Maya I 550, 559; Mix. 
576; Mzâb 30; Nig. 537-8; Pal. 
74; Sum. 117; Swa. 479; Takl. 
393, 405; Tai 432; Vik-I 253.
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Aachen 299,301,309,311,
313

Aalen 309, 311
A-ane-pada 47
Aardenburg 304
Aare 326
Aargaus 325
Aarhus 29
Abai 144
Abalamabie 534
Abastanoi 382
Abayajidda 485-6, 489, 499
‘Abdallah b. Ibådh 446
‘Abdallah b. Wahb al-Râsibî

446
‘Abdallah b. Zubayr 446
‘Abd al-‘Azîz al-Thamîmî

456
‘Abd al-Rahmân b. Rustum

446
‘Abd al-Wâd 449
Abdera 96
Abdulahi 485
Abdullahi Smith 504
Abeokuta 512, 514
Abhira 381,385
Abhisara 382
Attorney 508
Abonnema 541
Abora (Abura) 519,527-8 
Abraham 244
Abramboe 528
Abû ‘Abdallah Muhammad b.

Bakr 445-7, 452, 456
Abû ‘Abd al-Rahmân al-Kurtî

453
Abû ‘Ammar ‘Abd al-Kâfî

452
Abû Bakr 245
Abû Bilâl Mirdâs b. Hudayr

446
Abû Ishâq Atfayyach 449 
AbûLahâb 245
Abû Mahdî ‘Isâ b. Ismâ'îl

453,456
Abu Salabikh 37, 47 
AbûTâlib 245
Abû ‘Ubayda Muslim b. Abî

Karîma 446, 452
Abû 1-Yaqzân 453
Abua 533, 540
Abul 111
Abulama 541
Abuyazid 485
Abyadh Sîdî al-Chaykh, al

450
Abyadh, al 445
Acatlán 571,57-5
Acco 71
Aceh 21,30-1,419,421-3,

425,428,619
Acemhüyük 82
Achaia 148, 150-1, 179, 513
Achaian League 620
Achchha 379
Acheron 151
Achilles 146-7
Achilles, A. 296
Achira 459

Achiutla 571,575-6
Achshaph 71
Achzib 101
Acolhua 584,591
Acolman 587
Acquarossa 189, 195
Ada 539
Adab 42-3,47
Adad 92
Adadnirari III 103
Adam 388
Adams, McC. R. 37,42
Adams, R.E.W. 548
Adams, R.M. 603, 605
Adanse 522-3
Adansemanso 522-3, 525 
Aden 20, 609
‘Adira, al 445
Ado-Ekiti 511
Adoni 527
Adraistai 382
Adriatic Coast 279
Aedui 231-4
Aeneas 209,219,221
Aequi 213,218
Aethelstan 252 
‘Afâfra 453
Afghanistan 59,81, 141, 143
Africa 11,14-5,20-2,30,55,

67, 100, 141,223,238,351,
540,601,603-5,611,617, 
620

Agades 500
Agalassoi 382
Agariste 221
Agbaniye Ejika 540
Agedincum 229
Aghram Natlzdhît 449
Agrippa 237
Agrisaba 540 
Ahichchhatra 379, 388 
Ahiram 93
Ahl al-da‘wa 446
Ahl al-istiqâma 446
Ahlen 305,312
Ahmad Tawfîq al-Madanî

457
Ahmadu Bello University

504
Ahraura 377, 386
Ahwene Koko 522
Ai 67, 69-70
Ai Khanoum 141
Aigeira 151, 179
Aigiale 151,180
Aigina 151, 155, 160, 178-9
Aigion 151, 179
Ain Ghazal 68
Aineias the Tactician 176
Air 486
Aischylos 179
Aisne 231,233
Aitolia 144, 148-9, 151, 176
Aitolian League 620
Ajatasatru 378
A-kalam-du 47
Akani 527-8
Akamania 148-9, 151, 176
Akaso 539, 543

Akassa 540, 543
Akatovo 271
Akatsuka Kiyoshi 360 
Ake 508,511
Akhenaten 68
Akkad 20, 35, 38, 43
Akko 91-3, 101, 130 
Akoko 511
Akragas 105, 144, 157 
Akrai 144
Akraiphia 158, 178 
Akure 511
Akurgal 44
Akwamu 31,523,525,528 
Akziv 91
Â1 Bâla 453
al-Hasan bin Sulaim 471 
al-Hîra 241,247 
al Idrisi 468
Al-Maghili 499
al Masudi 468, 470 
Al Mina 91, 108 
Alafin 513
Alagbariye 539
Alagoa, E.J. 533, 544 
Alalakh 56-7, 60-2 
Alba Fucens 223-4
Alba Longa 217,219,221
Alban Hills 191,212,219 
Albion 536
Aldeigjuborg 264 
Aleppo 57,59,64,91-2 
Alesia 229-30
Alessandria 282, 287 
Alexander the Great 93,

101,144,381-2,389 
Alexandreia 142, 156, 179 
Alexandreia Oxiana 174 
Alfeld 312
Alfred of Wessex 256, 259 
Alger 445
Algérie 447, 446, 456, 458 
‘Ali 446
Ali b. Al-Hasan 471
Alise-Ste.-Reine 230
Alkaios 160-1,178 
Aliada 523
Allendorf 312
Allison 534
Allobroges 233 
Allod 323
Almohades 450
Almuñécar 90, 96, 99 
Alooma, I. 531
Alps 159,277,280-1,283,

327, 335, 604
Alpuente 24
Alsace 296
Altena 312
Altenburg 299 
Altun Ha 556 
Alwar 379
Amachree 1. of Kalahari 544 
Amadu 525
Amafa 534
Amalfi 278-9
Amanfro 526
Amansie 522-3
Amama letters 93, 101

Amathus 91, 99
Amatu 60
Amâzîgh 446
Ambastha 381
Amberg 299
Ambigatus of the Bituriges

Cubi 231,236
Ambo 526
Amecameca 583
Ameling, W. 106
Amenhotep IV 68
Amenope 130
Amenophis IV 90
America 25,348,604,612,

617
American War of Liberation

612
Amhammad b. Yûsuf

Atfayyach 456
Amiet, P. 47
Amina, Queen 486, 490, 501 
‘Ammî Sa‘îd al-Jarbî 453,

456
Ammon 70, 137
‘Ammûr 450
Amourot 613
Ampolo, C, 211, 225
Amr d. al ‘as 446
Amrapali 379
Amsterdam 346-50, 352
Amurru 62
Amuzgos 571,574
Ana 510
Anagassan 252, 254
Anagnia 215
Anarta 375
Anashan 527
Anatolia 20, 23, 58-9, 63, 77,

79-82, 84-6,610
Anavlochos 145, 151
Andalusia 23-4
Andhra 381,383,385
Andokides 180
Andoni 533, 539-41
Andorra 19, 154, 601
Andros 147, 151, 156
Angå 378-9, 387
Angevin 289, 291
Angkor 410,433
Angkor Borei 414
Angoche 466
Aniang 527
Anjou, Duke of 345
Anjouan 465, 468
Anklam 304,312
Ankobia 527
Ankobra, river 525
Ankole 14, 25-6
AnoEnglianos 175
Anomabo 519,524,526,528- 

9
Anomane (Annomanie) 527
Anquandah, J. 520-1
Ansbach 296
Antemnae 217
Anthedon 158, 160, 178, 180
Antiocheia 56, 142, 156, 169
Antissa 109
Antium 213-4

Antoninus Pius 176
Antwerp 25,297,300-1,344
Anu 92
Anyan 519
Anyang 359
Apam 528
Apennines 283
Aphek 130
Apheq 69-70
Aphrodite 164
Apilgard 258
Apoala 571
Apollon 145, 164
Appenzell 326
Appian 107
Apulia 278-9
Aquitani 231-3
Araba, valley 73
Arabia 20,22,477,609-10
Arabian Gulf 78
Arad 67,69
Arbela 77, 85
Arcania 519,525
Arcatelle 193
Archias 148
Archilochos 146
Arctic 351
Ardea 212-5,219
Arezzo 286
Argenton 233
Argolis 30, 151
Argos 30, 148, 157, 161-2, 

170, 179-80
Aricia 213,219-20,222
Arigh 446,450,456-7 
Aristion of Epidauros 154
Aristodama of Smyrna 181
Aristophanes 160
Aristotle 18, 106, 108-9, 145, 

158-60, 165-6, 167-9, 176, 
181,372, 599-600,602, 
616-7

Arjunayana/Prarjuna 381,385
Arkadia 148, 150-1, 155,

176-7, 179
Arkesine 151
Arklow 255
Arles 24
Armagh 251
Armana 78
Arnhem 312,348,617
Arnsberg 312
Arpad 57, 63
Arpinum 215, 217
Arrian 93, 101
Arsakes 382
Aru 419
Arvemi 231,233, 237
Arwad 20, 90-3, 95, 102-3,

619
Asante 21,30,508,521,523,

528
Asantemanso 522-3, 525
Aschersleben 312
Asen 522-3, 525
Ashdod 72,91, 130, 132-7
Ashera 134
Ashkelon 70-2,130, 132,

134-7



Index of Names 627

Ashtarot 71-2
Asia 14,21-2,29,55,120, 

263,267,351,478, 604,
611,617

Asia Minor 90, 141, 148,
150, 161, 170-3 

Askalon 91 
Askra 158, 171 
Asmaka/Assaka 378-9, 383,

388
Asoka 377, 385-6, 388 
Asopos 158 
Aspasian 382 
Asperg 236 
Asqalan 72 
Assakenos 382 
Assam 431-2
Assarhaddon 101 
Assisi 201 
Assur 20,31,77,79,81-6,

90, 120, 123-4, 603,609- 
10,615

Assurbanipal 103, 120, 122, 
124-5

Assurbanipal II 103 
Assur-dura-usur 124 
Assyria 20, 43, 58, 77, 83

101, 103-4, 111, 117-20, 
123-4, 126, 130, 134, 136 

Astarte 102 
Asti 282,287 
Astrakhan 35 
Astypalaia 151, 176, 180 
At Yazjan - Banî Yasjan 447 
Atargatis 133 
‘Atâticha 453 
‘Atf, al 445-6, 448-9, 452-3 
Athena 164, 169 
Athenaios 133 
Athens 95,97, 146-8, 151,

153, 156-7, 159-62, 168-70, 
177-81,224, 236-8, 364, 
389-90, 550,601-2,615 

Atonal 576 
Atrani 279
Attendorn 300,312 
Attika 30, 151, 155, 158,602 
Attila 14
Atuatuca 229 
Atuatuci 235 
Aubet, M.E. 102, 108 
Audumbara 381,385 
Augsburg 298-301,309,311,

313 
Augustodunum 231 
Augustus 214,237,620 
Aulnat 234 
Aurangabad 379 
Aurunci 213 
Austria 230,236,351 
Autry, W.O. 570 
Auvergne 233, 237 
Avaha 379
Avanti 378-9,381,383,388 
Avaricum 229-30 
Avaricum Biturigum 232 
Avaris 74
Aventine hill 218 
Avignon 24
Ávila 230 
Awlâd ‘Abdallah d’al-‘Atf

453
Awlâd ‘Al’âhum 453 
Awlâd ‘Ammî ‘Isâ 453 
Awlâd ‘Anân 450, 453-4 
Awlâd Bâslîman 453 
Awlâd Idir 453 
Awlâd Ismâ'îl 453 
Awlâd Jilmâm 453 
Awlâd Mûsâ 450, 453-4 
Awlâd Nûh 453 
Awlâd Yaddar 450 
Awlâd Yûnus 453

Awlâd al-Zît 453
Awomenakaso 539
Axia 203
Axtec 553-4
Ayam 534
Ayaru 124
Ayodhya/Saketa 378, 385,

387
Ayutthaya 419,432-3,439-40
Ayyub 72
Azcapotzalco 585,591
Azeqa 130
Azriyau 136
Aztecs 22,554,568,573,

576,578,606,611,618
Azuri 136
Azwîl 445

Bâ ‘Abd al-Rahmân al-Kurtî
al-Zanâtî 456

Baal 101, 112
Ba'al-Zebub 135
Ba’al-Zebul 135
Bab el-Dhrah 69
Baba 39,42
Babylon 35, 118-26, 133,603
Babylonia 77,79,81,85,

118-23, 126, 177
Bacaria 233
Bacchus 201
Bactria 401
Baden 324, 326
Badr 245
Bagauda 486
Baghdad 410,485,499
Bagirmi 531
Bahrain 86
Bairant 386
Bairoch 606
Bajun 479
Bakana 540-1,543
Bâl-lûh 447
Balawat 93
Bali 441
Balirajgarh 387
Baltic Sea 265,267,271,

300, 304-5,312, 349
Balve 312
Bamberg 299
Banda 419,426
Banda Neira 422
Bandalier, A. 582
Bandar Seri Begawan 19
Bangarh 388
Bangka 414
Banî Hammâd 450
BanîHilâl 450
Banî Izgan 445, 450, 453-4,

457
Banî Madrâr 450
Banî Marzûq 453
Banî Musâb 449-50
Banî Rustum 446
Banî Zardâl 449
Banten 419,423
Bantia 227
Banû Hâshim 244-5
Banza Bakwa 486
Barawa 465,471
Barbara 381
Barbesula 96
Barbosa, D. 468, 472
Barbot, J. 534-6, 539, 544
Barcelona 301
Bari 279,283
Baria 96
Bárid 260
Barletta 279
Barrayân 447, 453
Barrow 252
Barthel, T. 549
Bartolo of Sassoferato 290,

618

Basle 31,237,296,300,321-
7, 334-6

Basra 446, 452, 454
Bassambiri 534, 540
Bâsûr, al 453
Bautzen 299
Bavaria 297
Bawo 486
Bawogari 486
Bazaruto, archipelago 466 
Becan 544, 554
Beckum 305,312
Beecroft, J. 542
Beirut 57, 62, 93
Bekaa Valley 72
Bel-ibni 122
Belbina 30, 151, 155
Belecke 312
Belgae 231,233
Belgard 312
Belgium 343
Belgorod 267
Belgrade 313
Belize 547
Bello, Sir A. 484
Beloozero 264, 266
Benadir 465,467,471,480
Bcndhara 423
Bendifoes 526-7
Benevento 278-9
Bengal 409
Bengalis 418
Beni S’Guen 30
Benin 510,523,533,542
Benjamin G. 435-6
Berdan, F. 583, 592-3
Berengar 1 278
Berestovo 267
Bergamo 282
Bergen (Norway) 304
Bergen op Zoom 300
Berlin 299,312
Berlin, H. 549
Berlin West African Confe

rence 543
Bernardi, A. 201
Bemardio 475
Berne 16,321,323-7,329-31,

334-5
Beroia 151
Berytos (Beruta) 90-1,95 
Besançon 229, 296, 299 
Beth Shan 70,72, 129, 132,

136
Beth Yerah 69, 70, 71
Bethlehem 137
Bhaggas, the 382
Bhagila 385
Bhaunagar 376
Bhita 387
Bhogavarddhana 388
Bhoja 380-1,385
Bhuili 387
Bialogard 312-3
Biandrate 291
Biberach 302,309,311,313
Bible 91, 130, 135,247
Bibracte 230-4
Biel 326
Bielefeld 312
Bighu 522,525
Bikai, P. 94
Bilâd al-Ch’âmba 445
Bile 534,540
Bima 522
Bimbisara 378
Biratanagara 379, 388
Birim, river 522
Birka 251-2,259,265,273
Birmingham 25
Bimi Gabas ta Buram 485
Bimin Daura 485
Bislum 326

Bisutun 78
Bit Yakin 118-9
Bituitos 231
Bituriges 233, 235
Bituriges Cubi 235-6
Blac Volta, basin 522
Black Sea 78,81, 177,238,

264-7, 271-2
Blankenstein 312
Blera 203
Blida 457
Blockmans, W. 605
Bocholt 305,312
Bochum 312
Bockenem 312
Bödefeld 312
Bodensee 301,327,332
Bohemia 295, 303, 308 
Boii 235
Boiotia 148, 150-1, 155, 157-

8, 171, 177, 179
Boiotian League 172,620 
Bola 217
Bologna 200, 279, 282, 286-

7, 291,619
Bondi, S.F. 101-2
Bonn 299
Bonny 533-6,538-44 
Bonny, river 542
Bono Manso 522
Bopfingen 302, 309, 311
Borbor Fante 519,523-4,528
Borgentreich 312 
Borikiri 541
Borken 305,312
Borneo 435
Borno 522
Bomu 483, 485-8, 499-502,

531,606
Bosra 62
Botswana 466
Bourdieu, P. 48
Bourges 230, 232-4, 236
Bouzbiar 445
Bowogari 486
Boyne 252
Brabant 25,344,351
Brahmavarta 375
Braide, W. 543
Brakel 312
Brandenburg 295,299,312
Brandt, R. 217
Braniewo 303,312-3
Brass 533, 540, 543
Brass, river 542
Bratispantium 229 
Braunsberg 303,312-3 
Braunschweig 312 
Braunstein Foundation 569 
Breckerfeld 312
Brega 257
Bremen 19,297,299-300,

304-5, 309,312,515,601 
Bremgarten 324 
Brescia 281-2
Breslau 299-300,312-3 
Brhamadatta 378
Brian Bom of Munster 257,

260
Brilon 312
Brindisi 279
Brinkman, T. 118-20,122 
Bristol 25
Britain 232-3
Britanni 231
Britannia 231
Britanny 233
British Foreign Office 543 
Brittana 539
Brno 299
Bruges 25, 300, 304-5, 344 
Brugg 324
Brügge 297

Brumfield, E. 593
Brunei 19,21,419-20,424-7,

618
Brünn 299
Brunswick 297, 299-302, 

305, 308
Buchau 313
Buchhorn 309,311,313
Budapest 230
Buddha 375, 377-9, 432
Bug, river 141
Buguma 541-3
Bukuma 540
Búlala 487
Bulghar 264
Buli 381-2
Bullard, W.R. Jr. 548
Bullard, R. 548
Bunnens, G. 102
Bunu 510
Bunûra 445, 447, 453
Burg 299
Burgdorf 323
Burgundy 280, 295, 305, 325
Burke, P. 597,599
Burkert, W. 168
Burkhardt, J. 109,288
Burma 431,433
Buschoong 29
Busolt, G. 156
Butlin, R.A. 251
Butr 449
Butwa 466
Buxtehude 312
Byblos 20, 57, 59, 62, 78, 90-

3,95, 101-3
Byland, B.E. 570
Byzantine Empire 242
Byzantine Pentapolis 278
Byzantion 142,179-80,263, 

266, 268, 273, 279-80

Cabillonum 233-4
Cacaxtla 584
Caenina 217
Caere 20, 189, 191, 195,212,

215,218
Caesar 214,229-38
Caill Tomair 257
Calabar 533, 543
Calabria 278
Calah 119
Calakmul 548-54,559-61,620
Cales 209
Calicut 417
Calvario (Monterozzi) 193-4
Cambay 376
Cambaya 472
Cambrai 292
Cameroun 531
Campani 213
Campania 191-3,197,200, 

203, 278
Campeche 547
Canaan 90
Caningford Lough 253
Canuleius 221
Cape Bon 105
Cape Coast 524, 528-9
Caphtor 129
Capitol hill 199,212
Cappadocia 43
Captain Cook 29
Capua 200, 279
Caracol 551,553-4,558-60
Carandini, A. 224
Carchemish 20
Carlingford Loughs 254
Carmona 24
Camutes 231,234
Carthage 20, 30, 89, 95, 100- 

1, 104-8,237, 601-2, 606,
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Casale del Fosso 194-5
Caso, A. 568
Caspian Sea 78
Cassius, S. 220
Castillo de Burgos 572 
ÇatalHüyük 11,15,27,605 
Catalan-Aragonese 289
Cato the Elder 213,220 
Caucasus 263, 601 
Cavillonum 229
Celtae 231,233
Celtic tribes 192
Celtillus 231,238
Cenabum 229, 235
Ceres 201
Cerro del Prado 96
Cerro del Villar 96 
Cerros 547
Cesis 312-3
Chabaka, al 447,449
Chachoapan 571
Chad 491,531
Chad, lake 21,485,487-8 
Chagaday khanate 395 
Chagga 476
Chaironeia 148, 172, 178,

180
Chakrabarti, D. 31,616 
Chaiaia 181
Chalca, the 585
Chalcatongo 576
Chaleion 151
Chalkidike 141, 151, 155 
Chalkis 151, 179-80 
Chalon-sur-Saone 300 
Chalons 233
Chambón 94
Champa 378, 387 
Champagne 234, 237 
Chandraketugarh 388 
Chang Kwang-chich
Chang’an 603 
Chardah 387 
Charles V 345
Charlton, T. 593,598 
Chateaumeillant 233 
Chatinos 576-7 
Chawuhugoukou (Qawrighul)

404
Chazumba 571
Cheb 297, 299
Chedi/Chetiya 378-80, 387 
Chelmno 312-3
Chemnitz 299
Chemno 303
Chengpu 364
Chera 381,388
Chernigov 264, 267
Cherry, J. 22,597
Chester 253
Chettiars 424
Chiapas 547
Chiapus 547
Chibuene 465-6
Chigu (Red Valley) 397
Childe, V.G. 40, 27, 554, 567,

606
China 11-2, 14,20-1,30,263,

409,417-8, 421-2, 427,
431,434-6, 478, 598, 600, 
604-5,611,617, 620

Chios 147, 151, 172, 180 
Choch-Mixteca 574 
Chochos 574
Chogha Mish 46
Chola 381,385, 388
Cholula 576, 584, 590 
Chorreras 96
Chorsiai 157-8, 171, 178 
Chota Udaipur 376 
Christaller 606
Chronicle of Novgorod 272 
Chu 30,361-6

Ch’âmba 453
Cicero 214, 225
Cilicia 130
Cincius, L. 220
Circeii 213-4
Cisalpine Gaul 200
Civita (Tarquinii) 194 
Civitucola 193
Claudius, A. 220-1 
Cleisthenes of Sicyon 221 
Clemency 234
Clermont-Ferrand 233-4, 237 
Clontarf 254
Cluilius, G. 221
Clusium 189, 191, 195, 197,

207
Cobá 549, 554
Coen 422
Coesfeld 304-5,312
Coixtlahuaca 568,571-6
Cola India 409
Cole 120-1
Colha 544,554,556
Collatia 217
Collis, J. 109,616
Colmar 296,309,311,313
Cologne 295-7, 299-303, 305, 

309,311-3,617
Cologne at the Spree 312
Comacchio 280
Comalcalco 561
Commenda 528
Commius of the Atrebates

231
Como 281-2,292
Comores 465-8,471,477, 

479-80
Condé-sur-Suippe 231,234
Condominas, G. 432-4,441
Confucius 370 369-70
Congo 12
Conrad 283
Constance 281,283
Constance, lake 301
Constantine 450,454, 457
Constantine VII Porphyroge- 

nitus 267, 273
Constantinople 264,617
Constitutio de regalibus 281
Constitutions of Melfi 283
Copán 549,551,553,555,603
Copenhagen Polis Centre 16, 

23,31,77,89, 109,260-1, 
263, 445

Coquery-Virdovitch, C. 36
Cora 213-4,222
Corbio 217
Cordoba 24
Corent 233,236,237
Corinth 148, 151, 155, 157, 

160-2, 170, 179-80, 227
Corinthian War 170
Coriolanus, Cn.M. 217,220
Corioli 217
Cork 251-4,256-7
Cometo (Tarquinia) 193-4 
Comossa 203
Corozal 552
Correa, G. 468,471
Cortés, H. 572,578,581,

585, 588, 590, 592, 602
Cosa 223-4
Coulton, J. 179
County Dublin 255
County Wicklow 255
Cowgill, G. 560
Coyoacan 583
Crema 282-3
Cremona 279, 282, 287
Crêt Châtelard 237
Crete 22,60,97, 129, 146-7
Crow 544
Crustumerium 213,215,217

Cuauhnahuac 585,591
Cuauhtitlan 583
Cuifero, V, Twifo
Culican, W. 90
Curtis, E. 251
Curtius Rufus 101
Curunas 202
Cutch 376
Cyprus 28,99, 129,617-8 
Czech Republic 230
Czechoslovakia 231

Dabâdiba 454
Daghestan 35
Dagon 133-4
Dahl, R.A. 49
Dahmân 454
Dahomey 508,512
Dakshi ñapada 380
Dál R ¡ata 256
Dalboquerque, A. 421
Dalkey Island 255
Damascus 62-3, 136-7,246 
Damila/Tamil 381
Dan 69-70
Danamombe 466
Danelaw 252
Danhuan 398
Danube 236, 300
Danzig 20,238,299,301, 

303, 312-3
Dappa-na-Amakiri 535
Dapper, O. 535
Darada 381
Darlowo 312-3
Dasama 381,388
Dattier 39
Datu Besar 423
Datu Laksamana 423
Daura 483, 485-6, 489, 497, 

499
Davangarh 387
David 102, 135
Daya 426
De administrando imperio 

267, 273
de Alvarado, P. 572, 578
de Guzmán, Don G. 572, 578 
de la Brède (Montesquieu),

Baron 353
de los Angeles Romero, M.

574
de Montmollin, O. 556 
de Umbría, G. 578 
deVries, J. 349,620
Dead Sea 56, 67
Decetia 229, 232
Decima 217
Degema 540, 543
Deimel, A. 41-2
Deir ez Zor 57
Deirel-Balah 132,136
Dekapolis of Alsace 296 
Delft 352
Delian League 148,170-2 
Delion 158, 180
Della Scala 287
Delos 106,151,238
Delphi 143-4,149,151,219
Dembeni phase 465, 468
Demeter 164
Demetrias 150-1, 176
Demmin 312
Demokratia 169
Den Bosch (Bois-le-Duc) 

347, 353
Denham, Major D. 490
Denkyira 22, 523
Denmark 11, 15-6, 27, 29,

251, 263, 305, 351
Denyen 129
Der 120
Derevyanitsky 271

Deukalion 143
Deventer 299-300,312,345, 

347-8
Dholavira 23
Dhrangadhra 376
Di 364,366
Diakonoff, I.M. 42
Diana (Aricia) 214,219-20
Diana (Aventine) 199,219 
Diaz, B. 615,621
Didyma 144
Dieitrephes 180
Dike 535
Dinkelsberg 298,311,313
Dinkelsbühl 309
Diocletian 149
Diokleides 180
Dionysius of Halicarnassus 

219-21
Dionysios I of Syracuse 146, 

152, 180
Dnepr 264-7, 271
Docter, R.F. 105
Dodone 144
Doesborg 312
Doganaccia 194
Dominquez, A. 31
Domoni 465
Doña Lucía 572
Donau 27
Donauwörth 309,311
Dor 69,70,92, 130, 133-6
Dordrecht 348
Dorogozhich 267
Dorpat 303,312-3
Dorsten 312
Dortmund 296-8, 299-300, 

304-5,309,311-2
Dos Pilas 552-3, 559
Dreros 145-6, 151
Drerup, H. 109
Drolshagen 312
Dromiskin 254
Dublin 20,251-61
Dublin Castle 258
Dubrovnik 605
Duderstadt 312
Duisburg 312
Dülmen 305,312
Duma 486
Dümat al-Djundal 241,247
Dumnorix 231-2,238
Dura Europos 241
Durán 583
Durand, B. 35
Durham 25
Durhumit 86
Durocortorum Remorum 229-

30, 232
Düsseldorf 312
Dutch East India Company 

349
Dutch Republic 21-2,30,

345,613,620
Dvina 264, 267
Dwaben 522
Dyflinarskiri 255

Easton, D. 28,616
Ebi 397
Ebla 20,30-1,43,56-62,65,

74, 78, 135,606, 620
Ebysos (Ibiza) 95-6, 100, 105 
EC 618
Ecbatana 78
Edam 346, 349
Ede 513
Edfu 28
Edo 533
Edom 70, 137
Edwards 536
Edzard, D.O. 42
Efik 533

Egba 511,512
Eger 297, 299
Egwema 540
Egya 528
Egypt 12-5,23,27,62,67-8,

73-4, 78,90-2, 134, 136-7,
141, 166,243,246,248,
457, 598,605-6,610,616, 
620

Eighth Deer (ruler) 576
Einbeck 299,303,312
Ek Balam 544,554
Ekachakra 388
Ekausu 130
Ekin Otun 513
Ekine 538
Ekiti 511
Ekron 20,91, 130, 132, 135,

137
Ekule 534
Ekulema Sondiabiri 540
Ekumfi 519
Ekun Osi 513
El 134
El Cayo 556
El Encanto 552
El Mirador 547
El Peru 560
El Zapote 552
Elam 78,86, 118-9, 122-4
Elba 192
Elbe 308,312
Elbing 299,303,312-3
Elblag 299,303,312-3
Elburg 312
Elder Poros 382
Elem Kalahari 533-44
Elephantine 23, 28
Elili 47
Elis 31, 151, 178, 180
Elisabeth I 305, 345
Elista 36, 601
Elkab 28
Elkanan 137
Elmina (Edena) 525
Elogia Tarquiniensia 200 
Elymians 105
Emar 85
Emery, Lieutenant 470 
Emilia 279, 287
Emmerich 312
Emporio 109, 147, 151
Emporion 141-2
Empulum 217
Enanatum I 44
Enderne 534, 539
Engenni 533, 540
England 20, 24, 252, 256,

260,295, 301,303-5, 343, 
351,606,610

Enlil 39, 126
Enmetena 44, 47
Epasnactos 232
Epeiros 141, 148-50, 151 
Ephesos 151, 180 
Epidauros 151, 154, 176 
Epo 513
Equians 200
Erakina 385
Eretria 97, 109, 151, 153,

161, 179
Erfurt 297,299,303
Erlangen 303
Erythraean Sea 465
Erythrai 150, 158
Esarhaddon 120, 123, 136-7 
Esiam 519
Esion-Geber 91
Esquiline hill 212,217
Essen 312
Esslingen 299, 309, 311
Estonia 303, 305
Etana 39
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Ethiopia 20, 29, 484
Etlatongo 571
Etruria 20,22,30,97,212-3, 

610,614,619
Etruscan League 195
EU 607
Euboia 147-8, 150-1, 179 
Eumenes II of Pergamon 176 
Euphrates 56-8, 60, 85 
Europe 11-2, 14-5, 19,22,55, 

81,230, 234, 236-8,263, 
271,277-80, 289, 295, 304, 
308

Euryalos 109
Eurytanes 144, 151
Eutresis 158, 171
Eutychides 169
Evans, S. 593
Eversberg 312
Eymund’s Saga 273
Ezzelino da Romano 287

Faenza 282
Falerii 195
Falkenstein, A. 41
Fanconia 296
Fante 21-2,30,618-9
Fanum Voltumnae 200
Fasîl b. Abû Miswar 456
Faunus 221
Faza 475, 480
Febvre, L. 36
Fellin 312-3
Fenibeso 539
Ferdinand II 299
Ferentium 203
Feriae Latinae 217
Fermo 205
Fernando Po 452
Ferrara 279, 282, 287
Festus 220
Feurs 234,237
Ficana 217
Ficulea 213,215,217
Fidenae 213, 215, 217, 222
Fine Gall 254-5
Fineman, G. 599
Fines 233
Fingías 254
Finima 534,541
Finkelstein, I 68-9,71-2,75
Finley, M.I. 146,156,158-60,

177,599,615,620
Firenze 601-2,612
Fires, T. 425
Fissegard 258
Flanders 25,301,303-4,344
Flannery, K. 548
Flemish 23
Florence 20, 30, 279, 284-9, 

292
Foedus Cassianum 221
Fombo 536, 544
Forcados river 533
Fort Fredericksborg 526
Fort Jesus 473,475,477
Forum (Rome) 199,212
Forum Boarium 212
Forum Clodii 203
Fourth Jaguar (ruler) 576
Fosso San Savino 193
Foster, B.R. 42
Fox 549
Frame, G. 126
Francavilla Marittima 97
France 12,16,19,23-4,30, 

141,231,236, 238, 252, 
289, 291,295,343, 351-3, 
457-60, 606

Franconia 304
Frankfort, H. 41-2
Frankfurt am Main 296, 298-

9, 300-1,309,311

Frankfurt an der Oder 299,
312

Franz, A. 109
Frederick I Barbarossa 281, 

283, 296
Frederick II 283,296
Frederick III 300,323
Frederick IV 322
Freienohl 312
Fribourg 299,321,323-4,

326, 334-6
Friday Congregation Mosque

479
Fried, M.H. 567
Friedberg 296,300,309,311 
Friedrichshafen 311
Friesland 344, 347 
Friis, I. 31
Friuli 285,287
Frusino 215
Fubara 535
Fufetius, Mettius 221
Fugger 300
Fulani 483-4,487,490-1,

494,498-9, 501,503-4
Fulani jihad 30,531
Funan 414-5
Fumiss, prof, of SOAS,

London 29
Fürstenau 312
Fustel de Coulanges, N.D. 37,

42, 167, 198,599

Gaballi 231
Gabas ta Buram (Biram) 486 
Gabii 212-5,219
Gades (Gadir, Cádiz) 89, 90,

95-6, 100, 102, 105 
Gaeta 278-9, 283 
Galatae 231 
Galilee 56,72, 100-1 
Galli 231
Gambacorta 292
Gambulu 123
Gamo 45
Gandaris 382
Gandhara 378-80, 383, 385,

388
Gangarra 472 
Gansu 400, 404 
Ganweriwala 23, 375
Gao 488
Garâdi, al 450
Gardelegen 312
Garu 72
Gath 71-2, 130, 132, 135-6 
Gath-padalla 71
Gauchet, M. 43 
Gauda 381
Gaul 200,203,214,218,229,

231-2, 236-8,620 
Gauls 231-2,237 
Gauthier, P. 178 
Gaza 20,31,71,72-3,78,91,

102, 130, 134-6,607,618 
Gazaura 486 
Gdansk 299,301,303,312-3 
Geble 56
Gede 466,468,475-6,478 
Geebuu 511
Geertz 549
Geitosyros 145
Gelb, I.J. 42
Gelderland 347-8
Gelnhausen 296,309,311 
Genava 229
Geneva 300,334-6,612 
Genf 321-2,324-5 
Gengenbach 298,309,311,

313
Genghis Khan 14 
Genoa 279-80, 285-7, 289 
Genova 300-1

Gent 297
George of Bonny 539
Georgii 271
Gephyraians 97
Gerar 130, 133, 135
Gergovia 229-30
Gergovie 233
Gerhard, P. 583
Germani 231,233
Germany 19, 22, 291,229-30,

233,236, 295-319,343, 
351,354,531,606,608,
613,620

Geseke 312
Gezer 69-71
Ghana 21-2,487,499,508, 

519-20
Ghanîm 450
Ghardâya 31,445,447,451, 

453, 457
Ghélizane 457
Ghent 25, 344
Gherardo 291
Ghibelline 286, 291
Gibraltar, Straits of 100,104
Gibraltar 141
Giegen 309, 311
Gijimasu 489
Gilead 136
Gilissen, J. 605
Girsu 31,39,41-3
Gjerstad, E. 189
Glarus 325
Glassner, J.J. 65, 117
Glauganikai 382
Glendalough 251
Glinister, F. 226
Glogau 299
Glogów 299
Gnëzdovo 264-5, 268, 273
Goa 476-7
Gobir 483,485-7,499,501-2
Gobirawa 501
Godfred of Denmark 29
Godred, Hiberno-Manx 255 
Goeblingen-Nospelt 232,

234
Gokstad 256
Gold Coast 21,519,522,524,

528
Golden Gates 266-7
Goldingen 312-3
Goleniów 312-3
Goliath 135,137
Gollnow 312-3
Gondole 233
Gonga 476
Gonnos 151, 179
Gonor Depe 401
Good Hope, Cape of 476
Gorgobina 229
Görlitz 299
Gorodiäce 264-8,273
Gorodok 266,271
Gortyn 151
Goslar 296,299,301,305,

309,311,312
Gotland 304-5
Göttingen 299,312
Gouda 349
Goulfeil 531
Goumay 237 
Goumay-sur-Aronde 237 
Grabowsky, V. 432
Grande Limagne 237
Gravisca 193, 200, 202-3 
Grazilhier 534
Great King 62
Great Kormantse 524-8
Greater Mesopotamia 56
Greece 20, 23, 28, 30, 35, 84,

133, 141-87, 196, 198,212, 
230, 236, 369, 372, 425,

431,507, 550, 598, 609,
614-5, 618 (see also Hellas) 

Greek Amphictyonie Council
613

Greifenberg 312-3 
Greifswald 299,304,312 
Gresik 418
Grevenstein 312
Grieth 312
Griffeth, R. 597-8
Gronau 312
Gronningen 299,312,345 
Grosseto 619
Grotta Gramiccia 194-5 
Grove of Ferentina 220 
Grube, N. 604
Gryfice 312-3
Gu Donggao 362-3 
Guardamar 96
Guatemala 547,561,568,

592
Gubel, E. 92
Gubia 90
Gudea 44
Guelders 348
Guelma 457
Guelphs 286
Guernsey 19
Guhu 397-8
Guicciardini, F. 290
Gujarati Sharafs 424
Gulf of Finland 264
Gumo 397, 399
Gunguma 486
Gupta 383,385,389 
Guraeans 382
Gurarati’s 418
Gushi 399
Gwari 486

Ha Tien 417
Haarlem 349-50
Habsburg 322-3 
Habuba Kebira 57-9
Habur 85
Hachen 312
Hafun 465
Hagen 312
Hagenau 296,299,309,311,

313 
Haithabu 252 
Hâjj Sa'îd. al 453 
Hajjâj b. Yûsuf, al 446 
Halb 62
Halberstadt 312 
Haliartos 158, 178-9 
Halikarnassos 150-1, 168,

180-1
Halle 299,301,312
Hallstatt 236
Halqa 458-9 
Haltern 305,312
Hama 57-60,62-3,91 
Hamath 136
Hambarketolo 15 
Hamburg 19,297,299-301,

303-5,309,311-2,515,601 
Hameln 312
Hami 393,395,400,404 
Hamilton, A. 425
Hamm 312
Hammond. N. 548
Hammû b. Bâhmad Bâkallî

456
Hammurapi 90, 92 
Han 363, 365, 394, 400-4,

431,442
Han Kangxin 404
Hanau 303
Hanks, L.M. 433
Hanno 136
Hannover 299,312 
Hanseatic League 23, 283,

297, 299-306, 308,312,
618

Hansen, M.H. 77, 109,211,
254-5,261,272, 281,364,
432,441,463-4, 562, 567, 
581,589-91,593

Hanun 136
Harald Fairhair 15 
Haraldr Hardradi 268 
Harappa 23, 375-6, 389, 598,

603, 605,616
Harar 20 
Harden, D. 90 
Harderwijk 312 
Hare, T. 584,593 
Harlingen 347 
Harmersbach 302
Harz 312
Hasanlu 78
Hasebroek, J. 159,615 
Hasselt 312
Hassia 312
Hastinapura 379, 388 
Hattem 312
Haiti 78,90
Hattingen 312
Hattusas 23, 78
Hattusha 82, 110
Hausa 21,30,507,609 
Hausaland 522
Hávamál 259
Havelberg 312 
Hawaiian Islands 29
Hazor 20,69-72,74, 129 
Hebrides 254, 256
Hedeby 29,251,259 
Heidelberg 299 
Heidengraben bei Grabens

tetten 233
Heilbronn 309, 311
Hekataios 141, 174 
Helga/Olga 266
Helgi 266 
Helike 150-1
Helikon 158
Helisson 151
Hellas 141-87, 609-11,619-

20 (see also Greece) 
Helle, K. 251 
Hellen 143 
Helmstedt 312 
Helvetii 232-3, 235 
Henry I Plantagenet 291 
Henry IV 279, 283 
Henry V 291 
Henry the Lion 296 
Hera 164
Herakleia in Oitaia 150 
Herakleides Creticus 179 
Herakles/Melkart 97, 102 
Herdonius, T. 222
Herford 299,213
Hemici 213
Herodotos 97, 133, 144-5, 

155, 176, 180
Hestia 164, 169, 173
Heuneburg 236 
Hewett 543
Hezekiah 125
Hîcha, al 445
Hicks, J. 280-1,417,615 
Hierakonpolis 23, 28, 605 
Hildesheim 299,312 
Hippodamos of Miletos 162 
Hiram 96,98, 100-2 
Hirschberg 312
Histiaia 151, 179 
Hittite Empire 129 
Hobbes 12,28 
Hodder, I. 27
Hodge, M.G. 583-4,593 
Hohenasperg 236 
Hohenlohe 298
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Hohenstaufen 281
Holland 25,344-50,352,613 
Hólmgardr 265,271
Holmpatrick 255
Holstein 297,305
Homer 92, 146

Catalogue of ships 147 
Iliad 97, 102, 146-7, 161 
Odyssey 102, 109, 146-7, 
161

Homonoia 169
Homs 56-7, 62
Honduras 547
Hongkong 19,238,601 
Hopkins, K. 543,615,620 
Hörde 312
Hormuz 476
Hom, the 465
Horton 536
Höskuld of Dublin 258
Hostilius, Tullius 221
Houma 372
Höxter 312
Hsenwi 432
Huajuapan 571,575 
Huajuapan de León 574 
Huajuapan, valley 577
Huan, Lord 369
Huaxtepec 585
Huelva 96
Huexotla 588
Huitzilihuit 591
Huitzillan 587
Huitzilopochtli 588
Huie, valley 72
Humbert, M. 220
Hume, D. 290
Hung-wu 418
Hungary 230, 300, 303
Huot, J.-L. 37
Hursagkalama 31
Hüsten 312
Husuni 471
Hyettos 158, 178
Hyksos 74, 606
Hysiai 150-1, 158, 170

Iamani 136
Iaroslav’s Town 267
Iaroslavl 264
lasos 151,179
Ibadan 30,511,513-4,544
Ibani 533-5,544
Ibarapa 513
Ibbomina 511
Iberi 231
Iberians 231
Ibibio 533
Ibiza 89
Ibn Battuta 420,468,471
Ibn Douma 454
Ibn Fadlan 267
Ibn Khaldune 505
Ibo 533, 538
Ibolo 513
Ibrâhîm 447
Ibrâhîm Bayyûdh 456
Ibrâhîm Matyâz 446
Iburg 312
Ichthys 133
Idema 540
Ido 540
Idomeneus 147
Idomi 26, 533
Iduma 540
Ife 510-1
Igbo 541
Igbomina 511
Iglau 299
Igor 267
Iguerande 233
Ijaye 513
Ijebu 510-4

IjebuOde 511
Ijebu Remo 511
Ijesha 507
Ijo 533-5, 537, 540-2, 544
Ijo-Ibani 534
Ijssel 299-300,312
Ikale 510-1
Ikarion 180
Ikausu 136
lkuba 539
Ikwerre 533,541
Ila-Orangun 511
Ilaje 510
Ilesha 31,390,507-1,513
Ili 405
Illyria 141
Ilmen, lake 264-5,268,270-1 
llorín 513-4
Ilshofen 298
Imola 282
Inanna 42-3
Inca 12, 15, 27
Inderagiri 414,419-21
India 11,14-5,23,242-3, 

263,409, 473,476-8,617
Indian Ocean 465,474,476-7
Indraprastha 379, 388
Indus 418
Indus, river 141
Indus, valley 23-4
Infemaccio 194
Ingigerd 268
Ingvar/Igor 266
Inhambane 465
Insubres 231
Intîsâ 445
Ionia 151,200,203
Ioulis 151, 155
Iphur-kisi 44
Iraq 59, 85, 246, 446
Ireland 20,23,251-3,255, 

257-8, 260
Irikagina 42-3
Iroquois 582
Isaobi 509,619
Iserlohn 312
Isfahan 603
Ishtar 134
Isileogonu 534
Isny 302, 309, 311
Isoko 533
Israel 11,67,70,93,129, 

133, 136
Isthmia 144, 180
Italy 19-20, 22-4, 30, 100, 

141, 147, 150, 277-80,283, 
287, 289, 335, 343, 354, 
515, 548

Itil 264
Itsandra 465
Itsekiri 533-4, 538
Itza Maya 547
Ivar 252, 256, 260
Ivory Coast 528
Iwan III 305
Iwo 513
Ixcatecs 574
Ixlu 552
Iya 537

Jâbir b. Zayd 446
Jacobsen, Th. 41-3
Jaffa 71-2,91
Jai Mangalagarh 387
Jaja 541,543
Jaja of Opobo 543
Jajmau 388
Jakarta 427
Jaka-Tingkir 427
Jaltapec 31,570-1,573
Jamâ'at al-muslimîn 446
Jambi 410,412,423
Jambi/Melayu 414

Jamiltepec 571
Janiçon 353
Jansen, M. 574
Japan 20,233,418
Japara 423, 427
Jaroslav of Kiev 266, 268 
Jaroslavl 264, 266, 268, 273 
Jaulan 72
Jaunpur 386
Jawa 67
Jebel Ansariyah 56
Jebel Aruda 58
Jebel Hamrin 77
Jemdet Nasr 37,46-7
Jenne 490,522,603
Jenne-Jeno 15,605
Jeno 603
Jensen, M.S. 147
Jerba 446,450,453, 456
Jericho 11,15,27,68,74,

605,607,618
Jersey 19
Jerusalem 70-2,78,91,94,

96, 98, 100-1, 125, 129,
137, 241,617

Jiaohe 396
Jie 397
Jihlava 299
Jimbal 552
Jim ma 29
Jin 30,363-5,372
Jingjue 397
Jipang 427
Jiren 29
Jivaka 378
Jizreel, valley 67, 72
Johanek, P. 616
Johnson, G.A. 49
Johnson, S. 510
Johor 419-21
Jones, A.H.M. 615
Jones, G.I. 535
Jones, P. 287,616
Joppa 92
Jordan 56, 67-8, 70-3
Josserand, K. 574
Judah 70, 129, 136-7
Juesthapura 385
Julianus 176
Jumi 400
Junagarth 376
Jupiter 190

Jupiter Latiaris 219
Jupiter Optimus Maximus 
199,212

Jushi 396,400-1
Justinian 149
Justinus 105,231
Juxtlahuaca 571

Ka’ba, the 243
Kabri 69,70
Kadesh 69
Kadmos 149, 175
Kairagarh 387
Kaisareia 142
Kaka 381,385
Kalahari 533-41,543-4
Kalai-Ibiama 534
Kalama 39
Kalamas, the 382
Kalaorowei 539
Kalhu 120
Kalimantan 412
Kalimbari 390
Kalinga 380,383,385
Kalinga Janapada 383
Kaliningrad 299,303,312-3
Kalinjar Fort 387
Kallenhardt 312
Kalmar 303,312
Kalmyk 35
Kalmytskaya 601

Kamarina144, 150 
Kamba 474 
Kambasa 539 
Kamboja 376-8, 380, 388 
Kamen 312
Kamien Pomorski 312-3 
Kammin 312-3
Kampar 419-20 
Kampen 299,312,345,347 
Kampil 388
Kampilya 379 
Kanauj 388 
Kandalanu 120 
Kanem 487
Kanem-Bomu 531 
Kanesh 23,77-9,81-5,610,

615
Kanesh Port 80-4, 86
Kano 483, 486, 488-90, 498-

502, 504, 602 
Kanuri 499-500 
Kapisa 385, 388 
Kaqchikel 561 
Kara 387 
Karakhitay dynasty 394 
Karakorum 14 
Karanis 31 
Karatepe 91 
Karkemish 57,60,62-3,91 
Kamak 136 
Karur 388 
Karusa 381 
Kashgar 393, 395 
Kasi 378-9,381,383,386-7 
Kasmenai 144 
Kassel 299 
Kassope 150-1, 176 
Kathaioi 382 
Kathrithamby-Wells, J. 418 
Katragarh 387 
Katsina 483, 486-8, 499-502 
Kaufbeuren 298,309,311,

313
Kaupang 15,251 
Kausambi 379,385,387 
Kautilya 376 
Kayserberg 309, 311,313 
Kayseri 77 
Ke 533, 540
Kebbi 486,499,501 
Kedah 419-20 
Kedesh 69, 70 
Keightley, D. 360 
Kekaya 375, 379 
Kelantan 423 
Kempten 309,311 
Kengema Kalahari 533-4 
Kenoyer, J.M. 375 
Kenya 231,465-7,474-5, 

479, 603
Keos 151, 155 
Kephisos 158 
Kerala 379 
Keralaputra 385 
Kerkouane 105
Ketu 511
Kh. el-Makhrug 69 
Khabur 58
Khairadih 386 
Khalîfa b. Abghûr 447 
Khami 466
Khazar 263, 266 
Khirbet el-Makhrug 69 
Khmer 410,435-7,439-41 
Kholopii 271 
Khoresmia 401 
Khraparikas 385 
Khutyn 271 
K’iche’ 561
Ki’engi 39 
Ki-dingira 39 
Kiel 304,312 
Kiev 22,263-73

Kilimanjaro 473, 476
Kilwa 31,466,471-2
Kilwa Kimble, G.T.H. 545
Kilwa Kisiwani 471 
Kinneret 129 
Kirata 381 
Kiriowu 538
Kirk-Green, A.H.M. 505 
Kirsch, A.T. 439 
Kish 31,38,42,44,47 
Kithairon 158
Kition 91,94-5,99
Kizingitini 480 
Kleve 297 
Klings 418 
Kljazma 266 
Knidos 105 
Knossos 95,97,99, 146, 151 
Kochchha 379 
Kogi 486
Kokenhusen 312-3 
Koknese 312-3 
Kokofu 522
Kolb, F. 161
Kolbeinn 260
Kolberg 301,312-3 
Koliyas 382
Kolobrzeg 312-3
Kolophon 151,179-80 
Körnchen 551
Komenda 524
Kommos 95, 97
Königsberg 299,303,312-3
Koniju 534
Konstanz 299, 309, 311 
Konya 82 
Kopai 158, 178 
Kopais, lake 158 
Kopia 387 
Kopytev Quater 267 
Koresia 151, 155 
Korla 399 
Korome 539 
Koroneia 158, 178 
Koronogbo 538 
Kos 151
Kosala 378-9,381,383,386-

7
Köslin 312-3 
Koszalin 312-3 
Kota Kapur 414 
Kotasur 388 
Kotoko 30,531,606,618-9 
Krakau 301,312-3 
Kraklaw 303
Krakow 301,303,312-3 
Krings, V. 93 
Krome 539
Kroraina 399
Krutik 266
Kuba 12,29
Kucha 401
Kuhrt, A. 91,93, 110,615
Kula 534
Kuldiga 312-3
Kulinda 381
Kulke, H. 411-2 
Kullaba 31 
Kulliya 84 
Kulm 303,312-3 
Kültepe 77,79,81,83 
Kuluta 381 
Kumase 521 
Kumasi 508 
Kumawu 522 
Kumayau 486 
Kumidu 72
Kuntala 381,383
Kunze, C. 109
Kurara 385
Kuru 378-80,383,388 
Kuruma 534
Kusinara 379, 387
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Kussara 23
Kutna Hora 299
Kuttenberg 299
Kuwait 19
Kwa 533
Kwale Matóla 465
Kwaman (Kumase) 522 
Kwamankese 519,527 
Kwararafa 486, 500-1
Kylon 181
Kyme 200
Kyrene 141-2, 149, 152, 155-

7, 166
Kyritz 312
Kyros Maior 170
Kyros Minor 143 
Kythera 151,179,181

La Giostra 217
La Grande Borne 237
La Milpa 551,557
La Tène 237
Labici 213
Lachish 93, 135
Ladbergen, Union of 304 
Ladha 379
Ladoga 265-7
Ladoga, lake 264 
Ladoga-Gorodiäce 268 
Ladozka 265
Lady 9 Grass 575-6 
Lagash 20, 31, 38-44, 47-9,

556
Lageria 499
Lagmanns 259
Lagos 514
Lake Regillus, battle of 213,

220
Lakedaimon 30, 148, 150-1,

155, 170, 172,602,613 
Lakish 70-2, 74 
Lambay Island 255 
Lambert, W.G. 45 
Lamu 465, 467-8, 470-2,

476-7, 479-80
Landau 309, 311
Lande 347
Landshut 299
Lang, Fr. 109
Langscheid 312
Languedoc 24
Lanuvium 213,222-3
Lao 431
Laos 432
L’Aquila 290
Lari num 225
Larsa 39
Larsen, M.T. 65, 616
Lata 379,381
Latakiya 56-7
Latin League 213, 220
Latin War 209,213,602 
Latinus 219
Latium 20,30, 189-91, 195-8,

200,610,619 
Latobici 235 
Laureion 180 
Laurent ina 217 
Lavinia 219 
Lavinium 213-5,218-9,222 
Law, B.C. 376,378,388 
Lazio 287 
Le Rose 193 
Lebadeia 144, 158, 178 
Lebanon 59, 67, 92 
Leeuwarden 299 
Lefkandi 95, 97, 109, 147,

151
Legazpi 422
Legnano 281, 283
Legnica 299
Leicester, Earl of 345
Leiden 349-50,352

Leinster 254, 259
Leipzig 299-301
Leixlip 261
Lemberg 301
Lemgo 297,299,312,619
Lemonum 229
Lemsal 312-3
Lenin 288
Leo Africanus 489, 504
Leo the Wise 149
Lepenski Vir 27
Lérida 230
Lesbos 151,172
Leutkirch 309, 311
Levant 56,59,91,93, 100, 

102, 280
Levroux 231,233-4,237
Lévy, E. 36
Lewy, H. 79
Lewy, J. 79
Lex Antonia de Termessibus

214
Lex Atinia 227
Lex Coloniae Genetivae 211,

227
Lex Imitana 223
Lex Malacitana 223
Liama 540
Libanon mountains 56
Liber 201
Libera 201
Libya 141,149,155-6,446, 

457, 487
Lichchhavi 379, 381, 387 
Licinian Laws 202
Liechtenstein 19,31
Liegnitz 299
Liguria 287
Lilybaeum 227
Limbazi 312-3
Limdi 376
Limerick 251 -4, 257, 260-1
Linares, Count de 476
Lincoln 25
Lindau 309,311
Lindblom, C.E. 49
Lindi 472
Linn Duachaill 253-4
Linz 300
Lippe 619
Lippstadt 299,304,312
Lisbon 301
Listven 264
Little Komenda 528
Liubech 264, 267
Livonia 301,303,305,312
Livy 231,232,236
Lixus 95-6
Lockard, C. 441
Lockkart, J. 583,584,593
Lodi 281-3,287-8,292,602
Logone Bimi 531,619
Lokris 148, 158

East Lokris 151,155,171,
176
Epizephyrian Lokris 144,
168
West Lokris 151, 155, 17

Lombard 292
Lombard, D, 418
Lombard League 281, 283
Lombardy 30, 278-80, 285, 

287-9,619
London 233, 300, 303-5, 350,

617
Long Stone 257
Longula 217
Lopez, D. 473
Lopnor region 405
Lord First Death 575
Lord Seventh Flower 575
Lord Ninth Wind 575
Lord Novgorod 270

Lothal 376
Lough Comb 253
Lough Erne 253
Lough Foyle 253
Lough Neagh 253
Lough Ree 253
Louis II 30, 278
Louis IV 300
Louis XIV 349, 351
Loulan 397,399-400,402, 

404
Louth 254
Lovat 264-5
Low Countries 25,515
Lu 363-4,370-1
Lubaantun 548
Lübeck 23,296-301,304-5, 

309, 311-2
Lucca 286,288,619
Lucerne 16,321-6,330-2, 

334-6
Lüdenscheid 312
Lue 431
Luemios 231,237-8
Lugal-zagezi 59
Lukku 129
Luli 93, 101
Lund, J. 94
Lünen 312
Lünenburg 297,299-301,

304, 308,312
Luoyang 361,603
Lusk 255
Lutetia Parisorum 229, 232
Luxembourg 19,31,154,

234, 237-8
Lwow 301
LyeTuck-Po 441
Lykia 151,179,613
Lyon 300,349
Lyuboezha 271

Ma Huan 418
Macau 20
Macchia della Turchina 193
Macedon 141, 148, 151
Machchha/Matsya 378
Machiavelli 12-3,25,288-90,

292,612
Madagascar 466-8,473, 477, 

479-80
Madhâbîh 453
Madra 375, 379-80
Madrakas 385
Madurai 388
Madvig, J.N. 36,616
Madya, al 450
Maekawa, K. 42
Máel Sechnaill, king 259
Mafia 465-6,471-2
Magadha 378-9, 383, 385,

387
Magdalenberg 236
Magdeburg 297,299-300,

305,312
Maghreb 446,449,455,458
Maghreb Almoravid 487
Magira, princess 485-6
Magna Graecia 174,199-200
Magnesia 151
Magnus of Brunswick 297
Mahasthangarh 388
Mahavira 377
Mahilaka 465,467-8,473
Mahishmati 385
Mainake (Toscanos) 89, 95-6, 

100, 105, 107
Mainz 299-300
Maisels, C. 597,598
Majapahit 410,423
Makari 531,619
Makassarese 21-2
Makassarkin 486

Malabaris 418
Malava 379-80,385
Malay 21,22-3,39-41,431, 

434-42, 603-4, 606, 609, 
614-5,618-9

Malaya 379
Malchus 105,111
Mali 15,487-8,490,498
Malia 22
Malika 445,447,453
Malîkch 447
Malindi 468,471-8
Malinke 491
Malla 378-9,381,383,387
Mallacca 476
Malloi 382
Malta 100
Maluku 419
Malwa 379
Mam 561
Mamilius, O. 222
Man, Isle of 19, 255-6, 259
Manass 397
Manching 231,233-5,237
Manda 465,467,471,479
Mangalagarh 387
Mangalkot 388
Manila 419,422,426-7
Manî'a, al 450
Mankessim 21,31,519,524, 

527-9, 606,619
Mansûr b. al-Nâsir, al 450
Mantinea 150-1,158,178, 

180
Mantua 201,281-2
Manuel, B. 543
Mapungubwe 466
Marâzaliya 453
Marche 287
Marco Polo 420
Marcus, J. 549-50,561,599
Marduk 124
Marduk-apal-iddina 119
Maret, P. de 532
Margiana 401
Mari 43,57,60,79,85
Marsala 100
Marseilles 24, 232-3
Martin, S. 562
Martini, N. 332
Masaon-dih 386
Masqueray 450, 599
Massanoi 382
Mataram 419,427
Mathews, P. 549, 562
Mathura 379, 388
Matilda of Tuscany 279
Matisco 229
Matlîlî 453
Matsya 379,381
Mattan II 103
Matthews, P. 549-50, 552
Matthiae 58
Matyâz 447
Maurice of Orange 345
Maurya 375, 378, 383, 385-6, 

388
Mausolos 150
Maximilian I 292, 300
Maya 14,21,30,547-65, 

568,574, 591-2, 598,603- 
4,606,609,611,617-8

Mayapan 21,611
Mayence 295-7, 299
Mazruis 470,474
Mazzarino, S. 223
Mazzoni, S. 92
Meath 254
Me-barage 47
Mecca 20,31,241-8,472,

477,490, 609
Mecklenburg 298, 302, 305, 

312

Medici 288,291
Medici, C. de 288
Medina 241,245-8,609
Medinet Habu 129,135
Mediterranean 20, 243, 409, 

417,441
Medullia 217
Megalopolis 149-51, 176
Megara 151, 176
Megara Hyblaia 144,147, 

150, 161
Megiddo 69-72,74,91,94, 

107-8, 129, 136
Mehrgarh 11,15,29,
Mein 534
Mekke 449
Melaka 21,31, 381, 390, 

412-4,419-22, 424-7,615,
618.620

Melie 179
Melika 30
Melle 312
Mellingen 324
Melos 150-1
Memmingen 299, 302, 309,

311
Memphis 78
Menander Rhetor 175
Mencius 364,371
Menden 312
Merenptah 129
Merina 465
Merka 465,467
Merodach-Baladan 119
Merseburg 312
Me-salim 42, 47
Mes-ane-pada 47
Mes-kalam-du 47
Mes-ki’ag-nuna 47
Mesopotamia 11,14,23,27, 

29-30, 57-60, 62, 65, 67, 
85,92, 103, 117, 134,418, 
552, 598-9, 603, 605, 609-
11,617

Messenia 148, 150-1, 172,
602,613

Messina 290
Metapontion 144
Methana 177
Metinti 136
Metlosedum 229
Metz 296,299, 309, 311
Meuse, river 349
Mexico 22, 29, 547, 552-4, 

561,598,602,605
Mexico, valley of 552, 585-9 
Mezzogiorno 277-9, 283, 291 
Michajlovskoe 266 
Michoacan 592
Middelburg 349
Midea 170
Midi 24
Mikligadr 264
Milano 20, 30, 280-3, 287-8, 

292, 326,602,612
Miletos 109,-151, 154, 156-7, 

160-1, 174, 177, 179
Minden 312
Minet el-Beida 90
Ming 395,418-9,423
Mingi 534
Mitanni 62,91
Mitinti 136
Mitlatongo 570-1
Mixtec 21,23,30,592,606,

611.620
Mixtec Foundation 569
Mixteca Alta 568
Mixteca Baja 568
Mixteca Costa 568
Miyazaki Ichisada 363-4
Moab 70, 137
Moctezuma I 576, 578
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Modena 282
Mogadishu 465,467,471
Mogador 100
Mohenjo Daro 23, 375-6, 603
Mölln 298
Moltesen, M. 217
Molukus 441
Mombasa 466-8, 470-9
Mommsen, Th. 222
Monaco 19, 154
Monasterboice 254
Monemugi 473
Monferrato 287
Mongallo 472
Mongolia 14,29,395-6,404
Môn-khmer 415
Mont Beuvray 230-1,233-7
Mont Lassois 236
Monte Aguzzo 195
Monte Albán 576
Monte Campanile 195
Monte Carbolino 218,226
Monte Oliverio 195
Montepulciano 286,619
Montesquieu 428, 612-3
Montevideo, the declaration 

of 14
Monza 292
Moor, R. 543
Moraw, P. 296
More, Th. 613
Morelos 583-6, 590-2
Moreno, M. 582
Morgan, C. 179
Morgan, L.H. 567, 582
Moriyas 382
Morocco 97
Moron 24
Morris, I. 109, 161
Morro de Mezquitilla 96
Moscati, S. 93
Moscow 617
Mosel 237
Moshan 399
Motecuhzoma II 585, 590, 

592
Motul de San José 544
Motya 95, 100, 105
Mounichia 180
Mouri 524,528
Mousikanos 382
Movers, EK. 97
Mozambique 21,465-6,468, 

472-3, 475, 477, 479
Mro Dewa 465
Mshashka 271
Msta 271
Mtangata 476
Mtwapa 467, 475
Mugilla 217
Muhakkima 446
Muhammad 243-8,610,617
Muhammed Kisoki 500
Muhammed Runfa 498
Mukarbigari 486
Mukin-zeri 119,122,124-5
Mulaka 381
Mulhouse 311
Mumford 606
München 299
Münster 297, 299-300, 304-5, 

309, 312
Münster (St. Gregoriental) 

311
Münster, Bishop of 351 
Murer, J. 332
Murlo 89, 95
Murom 264
Murray, O. 173
Murunda 381
Mus'ab b. Bâdîn 449
Musanagar 388
Musama 203, 206

Muscat 476
Mutapa 466
Mutbalu 72
Mutiba 380-1
Mwali Mijini 465
Mycenae 146, 151, 170
Mühlhausen 296-7, 299, 305,

309, 311-2, 326
Mykalessos 158,178-80
Mykonos 151
Mzâb 21,23,30,445-60,

599, 609, 619

Nabu-nasir 120
Nabu-ushallim 123
Nacala 466
Nachâchiba 453
Nâfi* b. al-Azraq 446 
Nafousa 446-7, 452, 456, 
Nagada 23
Nahal Besor 72
Nahrawân, al 446
Nahua 574
Nahuas, the 582
Nahuatl, language 582-6,

588-9, 593
Na’id-marduk 123
Najemy, J. 290-1
Nakbe 547
Nananom Mpow 519
Nandas 378
Nanshe 39, 44
Naphtali 96
Naples 277-9, 283, 290
Naram Sin 43-4, 60
Naranjo 554, 559
Nasikya 381
Naukratis 95, 142, 180
Naulagarh 387
Naulochos 151
Naumberg 299-300, 312
Naupaktos 176
Nauru 16
Nausithoos 146
Naxos 144, 161
Nayas 382
Ndoki 533
Neapolis 144, 175
Neapolitan Angevins 289
Near East 11,89,91,108,

212, 480, 485
Nebuchadnezzar 93, 136
Nebuchadnezzar II 104-5 
Neckar 236
Neheim 312
Nembe 533-5, 538-40, 542-4
Nemea 144,151
Nemetocenna 229
Neo-Babylonia 30
Nepet 213
Nereditsa 271
Nero 213
Netherlands 299, 302, 305,

345,610
Neuenburg 326
Neunenrade 312
Neuss 312
Neustadt 312
Neva 264
New Calabar 533-5
New Calabar, river 544
NewSpain 593,615
New York 613
Ngazidja 465
Ngousa 445
Nichols, D. 593,598
Nieheim 312
Niemeyer, H.G. 65
Niger 483-4, 486, 491,507,

510
Niger Coast Protectorate 543
Niger Delta 21,29-30,533-

45,610,619

Niger Delta-Igboland 523 
Niger, river 21,533 
Niger, valley 522
Niger-Congo 533 
Nigeria 15,26,483,484,

507-8,517,531,533, 543-
4, 610-1

Nijmegen 312
Nile 14,78,487
Nimes 24
Nimin 31, 39
Nimrud 93, 103
Nineveh 93
Ningal-iddin 122
Ningirsu 39, 47
Ningxia 404 
Ninive 77,79,85, 120, 124,

175
Nippur 31,38,45, 120-2,

125-6, 135
Nisada 381
Nisadha 381
Nissen, H.J. 43
Niya 402-4
Nkusukum 519,527
Nochixtlán 571,573 
Nochixtlán, valley 570, 572,

574, 577
Nomentum 213,222
Nora 95, 100, 105
Norba 213,218
Norchia 206
Nordhausen 297, 299, 305,

309,311-2
Nördlingen 300-1,309, 311 
Norman 279,281
Normandy 260, 282
North America 582
North Sea 300,304-5,312
North Pare 473, 476 
Northeim 312
Northern Black Polished Ware

375, 386-7
Norway 15,29,251,268,

303, 609
Novara 281-2,287,291 
Novgorod 22, 264-6, 268-74,

300, 303-5, 605
Noviodunum 229
Nsâ, al 447
Nuhashe 62
Nulasai 399
Nupe 486
Nürnberg 296-3, 306-9, 311 
Nwaoju, A. 536
Nyika 470-1
Nyköping 312
Nysa (republic) 382

Ó Corráin, D. 251
Oaxaca 568
Oberehnheim 309,311,313 
Obernai 311,313
Oberto Pallavicini 287 
Obiama 540
Obonoma 540
Obu Amafa 534
Oc Eo 414-5
Ochollo 45 
Octodurus 229 
Ode Ondo 511
Odense 29
Oder 300, 308
Odioma 533
Odual 533
Oduduwa 510
Odysseus 109
Offenburg 309,311,313 
Ogbia 540
Ogbodo 534
Ogbomoso 513
Ogidifariye 539
Ogidiga 538-9

Ogio 534
Ogobiri 534
Ogoloma 534,541
Ogoni 533,539,541
Oil Rivers Protectorate 543
Okinawa 598, 616
Oko 539
Oko Jumba 543
Okochiri 539
Okoloama 533
Okoloba 533-4
Okopiri 541
Okoroba 540
Okpoama 539
Okpolodo 539
Okpoma 533
Okrika 533-5,538-9,541-4
Olaf 252, 256
Olav Tryggvesson 15
Olbia 141-2
Old Ifoko 540
Old Testament 94, 96
Old-Malay 410-1
Oldenzaal 312
Oleg 266
Olisipo 95-6
Olmütz 299
Olodiama 534, 540
Olof Skötkonung 268
Olomouc 299
Olpe 312
Olympia 31, 144, 151
Olympic Games 238
Olynthos 106, 150-1, 177
Oman 59,86,476,478
Omani 606
Ommen 312
Ondo 511
Onko 513
Onoba 96
Opobo 541, 543
Opu-Ogulaya of Ogolima 539
Opubo 535, 544
Oputibeya of Okrika 539
Orangkaya Seri Maharaja 423
Orangkaya Serinara 423
Orchomenos (Arkadia) 170
Orchomenos (Boiotia) 151, 

158, 172, 178
Orela 203
Ordnance Survey 261
Oresme, N. 616
Orgetorix 231
Orkney 254
Omeai 151,170
Oromo 476
Orontes 57, 169
Orantes, valley 56
Oropos 144, 158, 178
Orukolo 539-40
Orvieto 200,205,212,286
Oscans 192
Oslo Fjord 15
Osnabrück 297, 299, 300,

304,312
Osogbo 513
Ossadioi 382
Osterburg 312
Osterode 312
Ostia 217
Ostmen 255, 259
Otomi 589
Otto, E. 107, 109
Otumba 588
Otuokolo 534
Ou-’abi 47
Ouargla 445
Overijssel 344-8
Owame 533-5
Owemenakaso 539
Owo 511
Owu 510,512
Oxpemul 554

Oxus 401-2 
Oxydrakai, kingdom of 382 
Oxykanos, kingdom of 382 
Oyo 507,511-3,516,606,

614, 619 
Oyo, New 513 
Oyo, Old 513-4

Pacific Islands 27 
Paderborn 299-300,312 
Padha 379
Padi 130, 136 
Padua 282,287 
Pagan 433 
Pahang 419-20,620 
Paithan 379 
Pakka Kot 386 
Palaetyros 92 
Palanpur 376 
Palapye 466 
Palembang 410-2,418,423, 

614
Palenque 549,553,561 
Palermo 89, 105
Palestine 15,20,22,27,30,

67-76, 92, 94 
Palidas 385 
Pallantion 150, 176 
Palltana 376 
Palmer, H.R. 505 
Palmyra 57,241,247,609-10 
Pamir-Ferghana 404 
Pan Geng 369 
Panchala 378-80,383 
Pandya 381,385,388 
Pangani, valley 473, 475-6,

479
Panini 376 
Panormus 100, 105 
Pantikapaion 142, 179 
Papal State 30 
Parada 381
Paris 229, 232-3, 300, 350,

390 
Paris, prince 97 
Pariyatra 381 
Parker, R. 173 
Parma 280-2, 292 
Pärnu 312-3 
Pasai 414,418-20,422-3,426 
Patalene, kingdom of 382 
Pataliputra 378 
Patani 419-20,423-6,620 
Pate 465, 467,469,472,475-

6, 478-80 
Pater Indiges 219 
Patterson, O. 417 
Pátzcuaro, basin 593 
Pátzcuaro, lake 592 
Pauni 388 
Pausanias the Regent 181 
Pava 378 
Peckelsheim 312 
Pedir 414 
Pedum 213 
Pegu 419,423 
Pehel 71 
Peiraieus 162, 180 
Peisistratos 180 
Pella 72 
Peloponnese 148 
Peloponnesian League 148, 

170-1
Peloponnesian War 156,170,

172
Pemba 465,466-8,471-2,

474 
Penates 219 
Peneios river 141,151 
Pennsylvania 613 
Pentathlos of Knidos 105 
Pepple, A. 542 
Peppie, G. 534,536,542
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Peppie, M. 542
Peppie, W.D. 539,542 
Perak 419-20
Pereira 541
Perekule 534-6
Peri 538
Peri Ogbo 538
Perikles 159, 178
Perlak 426
Perleberg 312
Pemau 312-3
Persepolis 143
Persia 143,148,176,263
Persian Gulf 81,86, 121, 148,

174,466, 477
Peru 598,616
Perugia 287
Perukule 535
Perusia 197
Peryn 271
Peten 547-8,561
Petenikas 385
Peter II 291
Peterside 534
Petexbatun 559
Petlalcingo 571
Petra 241,247,609-10
Petrovskoe 266
Peukelaotis v. Pushkalavati 
Pfuffendorf 311,313 
Pfullendorf 309
Phaiakians 109
Pharai 158, 178
Phasis 142, 179
Phegelas 382
Philip II 148
Philip Augustus of France

291
Philista 181
Philistia 20, 30
Philistines 102
Phoenicia 20, 29-30, 65, 89-

109
Phokis 148,151,155,158,

171, 177
Piacenza 282-3, 287
Piazza d ’ Armi 194-5 
Picazzano 194
Picus 221
Pidië 426
Piedmont 279,285,287
Pilishta 130
Pillars of Hercules 141
Pinara 151, 177
Pinotepa Chica 571
Pirenne, H. 37, 605
Pisa 279-80, 285, 287, 289,

292, 619
Pishan 402
Pistoia 286,291
Pithekoussai 95,97, 111, 144,

174, 205
Plataiai 155-8, 178-80
Plateau de Merdogne 230 
Plato 141, 159-60, 169, 178-

9, 181,372, 606,617-8 
Plettenberg 312 
Pliny the Elder 97, 102, 217 
Po 283
Po, valley 191,193,200-1 
Podol 266-7
Poggio Bacherina 206
Poggio del Fomo 194
Poggio della Sorgente 193
Poggio dell’Impiccato 193
Poggio Gallinaro 193-4
Poggio Quarto degli Archi

193
Poggio Selciatello 193 
Pokhama 388
Poland 263,272, 299, 303,

305, 308,312
Polanyi, K. 97

Politorium 217
Pollusca 217
Polotsk 264,267
Polybios 105,213,219,231-

2, 236
Pomerania 302,312
Pometia 213
Pommiers 233-4
Pomponius Trogus 231 
Ponta Dundo 466
Pontic Region 20
Poozerie 271
Popolocas 574
Populonia 205
Populus Tusculanus 31
Porbandar 376
Port Harcourt 541
Porte du Rebout 235
Portugal 24, 30, 475-8
Poseidippos 145
Poseidon 162
Poseidonia 200
Posen 301
Posidonius 203,231,236-7
Potana/Podan 379
Powell, B. 147
Poznan 301
Pra-Ofin, basin 519,521-2
Praeneste 20, 198,213-4,

217-8,222, 224
Pragjyotisha 381
Prague 299-301
Prarjunas 385
Pratisthana 388
Praxias 205
Prayag 387
Prenzlau 299
Price, N. 549,616
Priene 106, 151, 163, 179
Prisei Latini 217
Pritzwalk 312
Procopius 149 
Proskouriakoff, T. 549 
Prost 271
Provence 24
Prussia 303-4, 312, 343, 353 
Pseudo-Skylax 141, 143, 176 
Pskov 264, 266, 273 
Ptolemy 233
Publicóla, Valerius 198
Puebla 568, 586
Puglia 283
Pulei 403
Puli 398
Pulinda 380-1
Pundra 379,381
Purushapura 379
Purushhattum 23, 86
Pushkalavati 379, 382, 385,

388
Putla 571
Putla, valley 568, 575
Putnam 290
Puuc-Chenes 549
Pylos 146, 151
Pyo 440
Pyrgi 201,212

Qadesh 57, 62
Qarâra, al 445,447,453
Qarthadascht 104
Qasr al-Bukhârî 450
Qasr banî Khafyân 450
Qatna 57, 60, 62
Qi 30,363-4,366,369-70
Qiang nomads 396-7, 399-

400, 404
Qiemo 397-9
Qin 363, 365-6
Qing 395
Qinghai 400
Qinyang 372
Qiuzi 396, 398, 400-2

Quakenbrück 312
Quan Rong 361
Quaranta Rubbie 195
Quattro Fontanili 194-5
Quedlinburg 312
Querimba 466
Quetzalcoatl 575-6, 578
Quim Chi Hilan 556
Quintana Roo 547
Quirinal hill 212, 218
Quluo 397
Qur’ân 241-6
Quraysh 243-5, 247
Qusayy 243
Quwo 364

Rabat 603
Rabeh 531
Rabin, E. 571
Radhanagar 388
Radner, K. 126
Ragnall of Waterford 259
Ragusa 20
Rairh 388
Raja ljau 423
Raja Soliman 422
Rajab 450
Rajagriha 378, 387
Raja-Nahush-Ka-Tila 386
Rajanyas, the 385
Rajapura 379
Rajgor, D. 383
Rajpipla 376
Rakhigarhi 23, 375
Rak ob, Fr. 106
Rakoma 271
Ramatha 381
Ramesses II 74, 129
Ramesses III 129,133,136
Ramesses VI 136
Ramesses XI 130
Rano 486, 602
Rapperswill 324
Ras el-Basît 92
Ras Shamra 58
Rashayu 124
Rashtrika 381
Rathikas 385
Ratingen 312
Ratisbon 296, 609
Ratu Kali Nyamat 427 
Rauraci 235
Ravello 279
Ravenna 278
Ravensburg 299,301,309,

311,313
Raychaudhuri, H.C. 380
Real, river 533
Rebout 234
Recklinghausen 312
Red Sea 78,476
Regensburg 296-7, 299-300, 

303,309,311
Reggio Emilia 282
Rehob 71-2
Reid, A. 434-6,438-9,441,

604
Reims 230, 232
Renfrew, C. 549,597
Reutlingen 309, 311
Reval 303,312-3
Rex, M.Q. 200
Rey de Calabar 534
Rhapta 465
Rhegion 144, 174
Rhine 229-30,295-6,300, 

302, 304-5,312, 327, 349
Rhodos 95, 105, 151, 179
Rhos 267
Rialto 280
Rib-Addi 90
Ribe 29, 265, 273
Ribemont-sur-Ancre 237

Rift Valley 67
Riga 300,303,312
Riis, P.J. 94
Rimbert 259
Rimini 282
Rimutu 123
Rió Bec 549
Rio Real 534, 540, 542, 544
Rio Tinto 96-8
Río Verde Valley 577
Río Viejo 577
Riserva del Bagno 195
Riurikovo 264
River Liffey 252
Rjurikovo Gorodisce 265 
Roanne 234, 237
Rodionovo 271
Roermond 312
Roger II 281-2,291
Röllig, W. 102
Romagna 285, 287
Rome 16,20,35-6, 105, 141, 

195, 197, 201-24, 232, 237, 
277-9, 283, 295,409, 602, 
612,614-7

Roncaglia 281
Rong 364, 366
Ronglue 397
Roop 312-3
Rootsi 267
Rosenberg, A. 222-4
Rosheim 309,311,313
Roskilde 29
Roslagen 267
Rostock 297-9,304,312
Rostov 264, 266, 268
Rothenburg 296, 298-9, 309, 

311
Rotterdam 346-7, 349
Rottweil 301,309,311,313
Rouland, N. 36
Rousseau, J.-J. 612
Royal Niger Company 543-4
Rubiera 201
Rudolf of Habsburg 296,323 
Rudolph, H. 222
Rügenwalde 312-3
Rurik 265-6,272
Rus 263-4,266-8,270-1, 

273-4
Ruschenbusch, E. 173
Rusellae 189
Russell 256
Russia 22-3, 263-4, 266-8, 

272-3, 601
Russian Primary Chronicle 

265-6, 268, 272
Rüthen 312
Ryurik Gorodishche 271

Saale 301,312
Saba’ 241
Sabines, the 200
Sacul 554
Sadrâta 447,449-50, 457
Sahagún 583
Sahara 11,21,507,599,603 
Sahel 484
Sai (Saka) 396
Saigon 417
Saka, race 397, 404
Sakai 20
Sakellariou, M. 109
Saketa, v. Ayodhya
Sakpeten 552
Sakya 382-3
Sala Consilina 205
Salamis 91, 142, 179
Salerno 279,283
Sâlih 454
Saline 193
Salles, J.-Fr. 93
Salva 380

Salve Coast 528
Salzburg 299
Salzwedel 299,312
Sam’al 63
Samaria 91,93, 129, 136
Samarobriva 229
Sambar 388
Sambhuttara 379
Sambos, kingdom of 382
Sámi 267
Samnites 200
Samnium 218
Samos 97
Samudra 418
Samudragupta 385-6
San Giovenale 203
San Giuliano 203
San Casciano 282
San Marino 19,154
Sanakanikas 385
Sandars, W. 554
Sang Hongyang 400
Sankisa 388
Sant’Omobono 199
Sao 531
Sâo Jorge 523
Saône 233
Saragossa 31
Sardinia 97, 100, 105
Sarepta 94, 101
Sargon 20, 30, 59-60, 117,

130, 136,618
Sarkin Gobir 502
Sarkin Yaji 498-9
Samath 378
Sarskoe 266, 268
Sarskoe Gorodisce 266
Sassoferato, B. de 25
Sassula 217
Satiyaputra 385, 388
Satricum 212-3,215
Saturnus 221
Sauerland 300-1
Saumeray 234
Sauvira 375
Savara 380
Savoy 322-3
Sawyer, P.H. 256
Saxony 301, 304, 312
Sayano-Altai region 405
Sayil 551
Sayyid Said 480
Sa'îd al-Jarbî 453
Sbubat-Enlil 79
Scallabis 96
Scandinavia 23, 263-5, 267-8, 

272, 349, 606,610,619
Schaffhausen 19,309,311,

321-2, 324, 326,334-5
Scheider, A. 41
Scheria 146-7
Schilling, H. 297
Schlawe 312-3
Schlettstadt 309,311,313
Schmitt, C. 28,616
Schwäbisch Hall 298-9,301,

309,311
Schwäbisch Gmünd 309,311,

313
Schweidnitz 299
Schweinfurt 309, 311
Schwerte 312
Schwitzerland 321-42
Schwyz 16,324-7,619
Scotland 252, 256, 260
Sea People 62, 102, 129-30,

132
Sealand 122-3
Sebokingking 410-2
Seehausen 312
Segesta 105
Segusiavi 234, 237
Seibal 551,560
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Sekiapu 538
Sekini 538
Sélestat 311,313
Selinous 105
Sendjirli 63
Senegal 483,488,491
Sennacherib 93-4, 101, 120,

125,136
Septimontium 198
Sergovo 271
Service, E.R. 567
Servius Tullius 199,201,217,

219
Sesklo 11
Setavya 387
Setia 213
Sétif 457
Setubal 95-66
Sety I 74, 129
Sevilla 24,31
Sexi 96
Sextian Laws 202
Sforza, F. 288
Shalmaneser III 93, 103, 119
Shama 525
Shamash 126
Shamash-balassu-iqbi 124
Shamash-shum-ukin 120
Shamshi-adad V 62,83, 119
Shan 431,438
Shang 359-63, 369, 371
Shanga 465,467-8,471
Shannon 252
Shanpula 404
Shanshan 399, 401
Sharuhen 74
Sheba 247
Shebele 467
Shechem 69-71,72,74
Shehna 79
Shekelesh 129
Sherden 129-30
Shestovitsa 264
Shilovka 271
Shimron 69,70-2,74, 129
Shirazi, the 468,471
Shisdhaq 136
Sholu 31
Shoshenq 136
Shule 397,402
Shungwaya 466
Shuruppak 38,44
Shusha 70
Siak 414,420
Siamun 136
Siberia 404
Sibi 381,385
Siboi 382
Sicily 20, 100, 147, 152, 162,

199, 277, 279, 291,611
Side 142
Sidgwick, H. 16
Sidicini 213
Sidon 20,62,78,90-2,95,

101-4, 238,619
Sidonius Apollonaris 231
Sidqia 136
Siegerland 301
Siena 31,279,285-7,390,

601,619
Sierra Morena 97
Sigismund 322
Signia 213,218
Sigtryg Silkenbeard 254, 258-

60
Sigurd of Orkney 255
Sijilmâsa 450
Sil-Bel 136
Silesia 301,308,312
Silk Road 21
Sillibel 136
Sima 465, 468
Simon VI of Lippe 297

Simyra 90, 92
Sin-aharra-usur 122
Sin-balassu-iqbi 122
Sin-tabni-usur 122
Sinclair, P. 505
Sindh 381
Sindhu 375
Sindhu-Sauvira 381
Sing 31,432
Singapore 19, 601
Siphai 157-8, 171, 178
Sippar 85-6, 126
Siqlag 130
Sîra 1-miswariyya 1-bakriyya, 

al 456
Siraf 471
Siris 144, 150
Sissach 235
Sithonia 150
Sitka 271
Siyu 471,475
Sjöberg, G. 27,567,606
Skandeia 151, 179
Skaphai 150, 158
Skerries 255
Skione 150-1
Skolos 150, 158
Sky lax of Karyanda 141
Skythia 141
Slawno 312-3
Slovakia 230
Slupsk 312-3
Slutka 271
Smith, C. 233
Smith, M. 562
Smith, M.E. 570
Smith, M.G. 506
Smolensk 265, 268, 303
Smyrna 109, 150-1, 161
Snodgrass, A.M. 109, 599
Social War 20,209,211,213, 

218
Sodrai 382
Soest 297,299-301,304,308,

312
Sofala 466, 477
Sofia, St. 266-8,270
Sogdiana 394
Sohgaura 387
Soissons 233
Sokoto 484,502,513,516
Solingen 312
Soloeis 105
Solomon 94,96,98, 100-1,

136
Solor 423
Solothurn 321-2,324,326, 

334-5
Somali-Maasai 465
Somalia 21,472,475,480
Somana 479
Sommerfelt, A. 251
Song 365, 409
Songhay 483, 488, 490, 499, 

502
Songkhla 417
Songo Mnara 471
Sophytes 382
Sores, R. 570
Sorrento 279
Sorrina 203
Sosola 571
Sotiatum oppidum 229
Sotthivati Nagara 379, 387
Souju 30
Souk Ahras 457
South Pare 473, 476
Southall 549, 603, 605
Soviet Union 263, 274
Soyaltepec 571
Spain 19-20, 30-1, 141, 143, 

230-1,238, 344, 349,601, 
606,617, 620

Sparta 143, 146, 148, 150-1, 
157, 167, 169-170, 178-81, 
203, 364, 550,602,613

Speranksy 271
Speyer 296, 299-300, 309,

311
Spoleto 278
Spurius Cassius 220
Sravasti 286-7, 378
Sriwijaya 21,30-1,410-2, 

414, 435, 606,614,618
St. Antonio di Tana 475
St. Augustine 215
St. Gallen 301,321-8,334-6
St. Patroklus 307
Stad en lande 345, 347
Stade 312
Staines 257
Stamford Bridge 268
Staraja Ladoga 264
Stargard Pom. 312-3
Starokievskaia hill 266-7
Stavoren 312
Steinhardt, N. 361
Stendal 297,299,312
Stephanus of Byzantium 133
Stettin 304,312
Stockholm 303,312
Stolp 312-3
Strabo 89,233
Stralsund 299, 304-5, 309,

312
Strangford 254
Strangford Lough 253
Strassburg 296, 298-301, 309, 

311
Straton II (Abdashtart) 101
Straupe 312-3
Stuttgart 299
Sudan 14,485,487
Sûdân, al 447
Sudra 381
Suhma 381
Suhmmottara 379
Sukadana 423
Sukhothai 432
Sulaymân b. ‘Abd al-Jabbär 

446-7
Sulcis 95, 100, 105
Suleiman the Magnificent 68
Sumatra 21,30,435,614
Sumer 20, 22-3, 30
Sumur 90,92, 102
Sundem 312
Suoju (Yarkand) 397,401
Surabaya 418
Surasena 378-80, 383, 388
Surashtra 381,383
Surparaka 381
Sursee 324
Susa 47, 78, 86
Sutrium 213
Sutton, E.G. 485
Sviatopolk 266
Sviatoslav 266-7
Swabia 22,296,301-2
Swansea 260
Sweden 15,29,251,267, 

305, 312, 351
Swidnica 299
Swiss Confederacy 16, 296,

299,613
Switzerland 19,28,31,235, 

299, 301,343, 354,607,
613,617

Sword of Carlus 258-9
Swords 254
Syracuse 30, 91-2, 104, 144, 

147-8, 150, 152, 156-7, 
161, 180, 203,214, 237, 
602

Syria 20, 22, 27, 30,44, 56- 
63,67,71,74, 79, 82, 85,

119, 129, 135-6, 141, 246,
248,477 609,619 

Szczecin 312 
Sznycer, M. 89

Ta'anak 129
Tabän-Gellerthegy 230
Tabaquat Fahl 72
Tabasco 547
Tabouk 456
Tafo 527
Tagara 385
Taghardäyt 447
Tahert 446-7,449
Tahiti 29
Tai 21-2
Tai Müang 606
Tä’if 241,247
Taifa 617
Taiwan 28, 601
Tâjnînt-al-'Atf 447 
Taklamakan 21,29-31,393,

606,609,618-9
Takwa 467-8, 475
Tallaght 254
Tallin 312-3
Tamaris 39
Tamazola 571
Tamazulapan 570-2
Tambiah 549
Tamîm 446
Tamynai 151, 180
Tanagra 158, 178-9
Tang 394,401,410
Tanga 476, 479
Tanger 20
Tangermünde 312
Tanhuan 397
Tanit 96, 107
Tannenbaum, N. 441
Tantumkweri 528
Tanzania 21,465, 468, 603
Taranto 279
Taras 144, 170, 174
Tarascan 592, 593
Tarentum 223
Tarquinii 20,23,189,191, 

193-5, 199-204,212,215, 
218, 220, 390

Tarquinius Priscus 220
Tarquinius Superbus 213,

219,226
Tarracina 213-4
Tarshish 98
Tartessos 98
Tartu 303,312-3
Tartus 56
TashinÔzgüç 77,81
Taurus 56, 78, 82, 119
Taxila (Takshasila) 379, 382,

385,388
Taxsagard 258
Taymä’ 241,247
Tecomaxtlahuaca 572 
Teda-Daza 485
Tejupan 570-1
Tel Erani 69-70
Tel Hazor 56
Tel Yarmut 69-70
Telgte 305,312
Tell Abu Hawam 71,91
Teil Afis 63
Teil Asmar 37-8
Tell Dan 130
Teil Deir Allah 130
Tell el-’Ajjul 70
Tell el Fara'ah 69, 94
Tell el-Fukhar 69, 72-3, 130
Tell el-Muhaffar 69
Tell el-Safi 70
Tell Fara (Shuruppak) 47
Tell Gezer 71
Tell Hadar 129

Tell Jawa 69
Tell Kabri 93
Tell Kazel 91-2, 102
Tell Mardikh 58, 74
Tell Masos 130
Tell Mazar 129
Tell Qasile 94, 130, 132-4,

137
Tell Rifa’at 63
Tell Saidiyeh 129, 136
Tell Sukas 91, 56-7,60
Tellenae 217
Telmessos 151, 177
Temple, W. 347
Templo Mayor 586
Tenayuca 590
Teng 31,363-4
Tenochtitlan 582-6, 588-92,

602,614
Tenos 151
Teopanzolco 590
Teos 151, 159, 178
Teotenango 584
Teotihuacan 554, 581, 583-4,

586-7,598,605,616
Teozacoalco 571,575
Teozoatlán 571
Tepanecs, the 585,591
Tepexpan 587
Teposcolula 571-2,575
Teramo 290
Terengganu 419
Termessus Major (Pisidia)

214
Ternate 419,421-3,426
Teschen 308
Texcoco 584,585,591,602,

614
Texcoco,lake 586
Thales 176
Thaneswar 388
Tharros 95, 100. 105
Thasos 146, 151, 181
The Hague 45, 347, 350
Thebes 146,148,150-1,153,

157-8, 170-1, 177-80, 550
Thera 149, 151
Therme 151
Theseus 149, 175
Thespiai 158, 171, 178-9
Thessalonike 150-1, 176
Thessaly 11, 141, 148, 151,

196
Thingmote 259
Thingmount 257
Thisbai 158, 171, 178
Thomas, C. 597,598
Thomaz, L.-F. 418 
Thompson, E. 553, 617
Thonburi-Bangkok 417
Thor 257
Thor’s Ring 259
Thor’s Wood 260
Thorbahn, P.F. 473
Thorikos 151, 180
Thorm 299
Thom 299,303,312-3
Thrace 141,151
Thucydides 144-5, 156, 175, 

180, 203
Thun 323
Thurgaus 325
Thuringia 296-7,311-2
Tian 370
Tianshan 405
Tiberias, lake 67, 72
Tibur 20,213,215,217,222,

224
Tidore 419
Tiel 312
Tiglat-Pi lesar I 103 
Tiglat-Pilesar III 63, 92, 94,

102-3, 119, 122, 124, 136-7
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Tigris 56, 77
Tikal 31,390,549-55,559-

60, 603-4, 620
Tilantongo 571,574-5,577 
Tilly, C. 605
Tiltepec 571
Timbuktu 488, 490
Timelkiya 82
Timerëvo 266, 268
Timesitheos of Trapezous

174
Timna 73-4
Timnah 132-3
Timor 28
Tinia 190
Tirol 326
Tiryns 146, 151, 170, 178
Tirza 129
Titelberg 234
Tjekker 129-30
Tlacopan 585,591,602,614
Tlahuica, the 585, 589
Tlateloloco 588
Tlaxcalteca 585
Tlaxiaco 571,575,578
Tlemcen 499
Toggenburg 327
Togolok 21,401
Toledo 24, 31
Tolerium 217
Toltecs 584, 590
Toluca 586
Tombia 540
Tongoni 468, 475-6
Torino 282
Torone 141, 150-1
Torre de Doña Blanca 96
Torriani & Viconti 287 
Tortona 282
Torun 299,303,312-3 
Toscana 30
Touggourt 447
Toul 296,309,311 
Toulouse 24
Toungoo 433
Toynbee, A.J. 597,601,616 
Trani 279
Trapezous 142
Trayamar 102
Trebiatów 313
Trenggana of Demak 427 
Treptow an der Rega 312-3 
Treveri 232
Treviso 282
Trezebiatów 312
Trier 295, 299, 303
Trigarta 381,385
Trigger, B. 15,598,616
Triphylia 151,155,177 
Tripoli 446
Tripuri 385
Triquis 574
Troy 97, 151
Tsariki 489
Tsirkin, Y. 101
Tuaregs 485,487,501 
Tuban 418
Tubaratoro 534
Tuboniju 534
Tûjîn 449
Tula 584,586
Tullus Hostilius 219
Tulungi 235
Tunip 62
Tunis, Straits of 104
Tunisie 446,457,458 
Turcall 260
Türckheim 309,311,313
Turdetanian tribes 105
Turfan 393,395
Turkey 15,27,67,81,617 
Turov 264
Tursha 129

Tuscana 203
Tuscany 22, 279, 285-7, 292,

611
Tusculum 209,213,215,219,

222
Tutmosis III 74, 129 
Tututepec 30,571-2,575-6,

578
Tûzûz, al 445
Twelve Tables 221
Twifo 528
Twon 533, 540, 543
Tyche 169
Tyrol, 287
Tyros (Tyre) 20,31,62,71,

78,90-6, 98, 101-4, 238,
619

Tyrtaios 146
Tzintzuntzan 593
Tz’utujiil 561

Uaxactun 547, 556
Uaymil 561
Überlingen 309, 311, 313 
Udayana 379
Uddehikas, the 385
Udekema 540
Uechtland 321
Uelzen 312
Uganda 14,25-6
Ugarit 56-8, 60, 62, 64, 78,

90-2,94, 135
Uí Néill-king, the 252 
Uighur 393-4 
Uiiayini 379,385,388 
‘Ukâz 241
Úlaca 230, 235
Ulm 298-301,308-9,311 
‘Umân 446
Umbria 192,197,287
Umma 39, 47
Umor 26
UN 28,601,613,617,620 
Unguja Ukuu 465 
Ungwana 465-8, 475-6, 478 
United Kingdom 508 
Unna 312
Unterwalden 16,326,619
Unymawezi 473
Uolantun 552
Uppland 267
Ur 20,30-1,35,37-41,47-8,

59, 118, 123, 126,603,618 
Urals 263, 272 
Urartu 78 
Urayur 388 
Urhobo 533 
Uri 16,326,619 
Urmia, lake 78 
Umanshe 44 
Ur-pabilsag 47 
Urshu 60 
Uruk 20,31,36,39,46-8.58-

9, 118, 390, 605 
‘Urwas b. Udayya 446 
USA 227,613,619-20 
Usambara 473 
Usherska 271 
Ushu 92 
Usinara 379-80 
Uslar 312 
Usumacinta, river 556 
Utama Diraja 425 
‘Uthmân 446 
‘Uthman dan Fodio 502 
Utica 95, 97 
Utkala/Udra 381 
Utrecht 345, 347, 348, 350

Union of Utrecht 21, 344-
5,350,613

Uxellodunum 229
Uxmal 554

Vaccareccia 195 
Vachchha/Vatsa 379 
Vaduz 31
Vahlika 381 
Vaisali 387
Vajjis, the 378-9, 382, 385, 

387, 389
Valencia 301
Valle La Fata 195 
Valmiera 312-3 
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A combined analysis af state-formation and urbanisation 
leads to the view that, from antiquity until the nineteenth 
century, there were, basically, two types of state: macro
states, each dotted with a number of cities, and regions 
broken up into city-states, each consisting of an urban 
centre with its immediate hinterland. A region settled with 
interacting city-states constituted what the Copenhagen 
Polis Centre has called a city-state culture and this volume 
is an investigation of all the city-state cultures in world 
history we have been able to identify. The volume is 
introduced with a description of the concepts of city, state, 
city-state and city-state culture and concluded with a 
chapter about the impact of city-state cultures on world 
history.


