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The present volume is a supplement to A Comparative 
Study of Thirty City-State Cultures. An Investigation 
Conducted by the Copenhagen Polis Centre (Copen
hagen 2000). The investigation mentioned in the title 
goes back to a Research Programme submitted to the 
Danish National Research Foundation in 1991 in 
which I coined the concept of city-state culture and 
suggested a preliminary description.2 The programme 
listed a dozen examples of city-state cultures plus half 
a dozen civilisations which ought to be further studied 
before one could determine whether they were city- 
state cultures in the sense suggested in the research 
programme. The investigation culminated in a large 
international symposium on city-state cultures in 
world history, held in Copenhagen in January 1999, 
and in the publication of its acts in 2000, entitled A 
Comparative Study of Thirty City-State Cultures, 
hereafter abbreviated 30 CSC.' In that volume a much 
refined description of the concepts of city-state and 
city-state culture (30 CSC 16-19) is based on thirty- 
four case studies of individual civilisations, of which 
thirty seem to have had a system of political organisa
tion and a degree of urbanisation that meet a sufficient 
number of the criteria used to describe the concepts of 
city-state and city-state culture (30 CSC 22).

In the introduction to the volume I admit that “it is 
most unlikely that I have succeeded in finding all 
examples of this peculiar form of state formation. I 
have to confess ignorance of how many more exam
ples 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, archaeologists 
and anthropologists who happen to be persuaded by 
the present volume and become convinced that its key 
concepts can reasonably be applied to other civilisa
tions not yet studied from this particular point of 
view” (30 CSC 25).

As is apparent from this quote and from the publi
cation of the present volume, it is the aim of the Polis 
Centre to spot and describe all identifiable city-state 
cultures in world history. We do not know how many 
city-state cultures there have been, and we have to 
admit that there must have been a number of city-state 

cultures which can no longer be identified. If, in a 
region, we have ancient remains of a number of urban 
centres, but no decipherable written record and no 
other symbolic source material testifying to political 
organisation, we are unable to make any inference 
about the political structure. The region may have 
been a macro-state with multiple urban centres, or 
each city may have been the urban centre of a city- 
state. In such cases we shall never know. One example 
is Middle Bronze Age Crete. There is no longer any 
doubt that each of the palaces was the centre of an 
urban settlement;4 but it is still a moot point whether 
Crete during the New Palace Period was one state 
with, probably, five major urban centres, or was 
carved up into five micro-states, each composed of a 
town centred on a palace and its immediate hinter
land.5 The decipherment of the Linear A script may 
solve the problem, but the number of preserved tablets 
is so small that the script may defy decipherment. A 
number of identical clay sealings found all over 
central and eastern Crete may favour the view that 
there was one Cretan state governed from Knossos,6 
but not necessarily;7 and there are no other symbolic 
sources which allow us to make a choice between the 
two scenarios outlined above.8

In other cases new excavations and the ongoing 
decipherment of recently found documents may 
provide us with solid evidence of yet another city- 
state culture, although it is too early to be certain. One 
such example is the Early Bronze Age settlements 
found in northern Syria. In upper Mesopotamia, in the 
eastern part of modern Syria, there is a plethora of 
fairly large circular tells, each surrounded by the 
remains of an even larger circular fortification wall. In 
recent years some of them have been excavated and 
von Oppenheim, who excavated one and surveyed 
several others, coined the term Kranzhügel to describe 
such a tell and the term Kranzhügelkultur to describe 
the civilisation responsible for the settlements. It 
flourished in the first half of the 3rd millennium B.C. 
but all the settlements suffered a decline ca. 2300 B.C. 
and several seem to have been abandoned. Three of 
the best known sites are Tell Beydar (ancient Nagada), 
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Tell Brak (ancient Nagar) and Tell Chuera (Bret- 
schneider [2000]). The sites can reasonably be 
described as fortified towns centred on a palace, but 
were they city-states or towns of a larger territorial 
state? In 1994-95 the excavation of Nagada brought to 
light 170 tablets inscribed with a Sumerian cuneiform 
script but in a Semitic language. They are not yet fully 
deciphered, but one text mentions the king of Nagar 
who apparently ruled Nagada ca. 2350 B.C. (Bret- 
schneider [2000] 66-67). This piece of evidence 
points to a macro-state with several urban centres all 
ruled by the same king. But we cannot preclude the 
possibility that Nagada was a former city-state now 
conquered by Nagar, or that it was still a dependent 
city-state dominated by Nagar.9 Only future discov
eries can shed light on the issue.

A third scenario emerges when the little written 
evidence we have seems to be contradicted by the 
archaeological evidence. One example is the history 
of the Medes in the 7th century B.C. According to 
Herodotos there was a large Median state ruled by a 
dynasty of kings, and the names of two of the kings 
appear in Babylonian chronicles. But the three major 
excavated sites of the 7th century seem to have been 
urban centres each ruled by a local dynast.10 The 
Medes may have been organised into city-states 
before they were unified into a large state centred on 
Ekbatana (modern Hamadan).

The Six City-State Cultures Described 
in this Volume
In addition to unidentifiable city-state cultures and 
city-state cultures that may be properly identified in 
future, there are some which were not included in 30 
CSC although the available sources suffice for at least 
a preliminary description. Since the publication of 30 
CSC in 2000 I have become aware of four such civili
sations: (a) one in northern Syria in the Neo-Hittite 
period (ca. 1200-700 B.C.), (b) one in Lykia in south
west Asia Minor in the Dynastic period (ca. 540-360 
B.C.), (c) one in the Bènizàa region in Mesoamerica 
in the Post-Classic period (ca. 800-1500), and (d) one 
in Nepal in the years 1480-1768. For reasons 
explained below I decided to add to these four contri
butions two contributions about civilisations already 
treated in 30 CSC, viz. (e) one about the Sumerian 
city-states, and (f) one about the German city-states. 
Let me start with a presentation of each of the six 
chapters and the scholars who kindly accepted my 
invitation to write them for this publication.

(a) All scholars seem to agree that the Hittite state 

developed into an empire ruled from Hattusa. But the 
Hittite kings were not absolute monarchs in full 
control of the government of all the provinces. There 
is a great number of surviving vassal-treaties, each 
defining the relations between the Great King in 
Hattusa and a vassal king ruling one of the subject 
provinces. The treaties show that many provinces 
were allowed a considerable amount of self-govern
ment.11 They were, in a sense, member states rather 
than just provinces. In modern accounts of the Hittite 
state these vassal states are never described as being 
city-states. It may be suggested that some of them, 
e.g. Ugarit and Karkamis, were dependent city-states, 
but it would be grossly misleading to describe the 
Hittite state as a city-state empire, like that of the 
Romans or that of the Aztecs, i.e. an overarching 
power structure centred on a capital and ruling a large 
number of dependent city-states.

Historians agree on the absence of city-states 
during the Hittite period, but many scholars are also in 
agreement about the view that Anatolia and northern 
Syria were carved up into city-states in the Old 
Assyrian period before the Hittites (ca. 2000-1800 
B.C)12 and again in the period that followed the break
up of the Hittite empire (ca. 1200-700 B.C.).13 As 
explained in 30 CSC I have doubts about the justifica
tion of applying the concepts of city-state and city- 
state culture to Anatolia around 2000 B.C. (30 CSC 
23), but I find it attractive to describe northern Syria 
in the Neo-Hittite period as a city-state culture. The 
obvious person to ask to write that chapter was Ingolf 
Thuesen, the author of the chapter about the Syrian 
city-states in 30 CSC.14 In the opening of his new 
chapter Thuesen suggests that, like western Syria, 
northern Syria may have passed through a consecutive 
series of city-state cultures of which the Neo-Hittite 
phase is the only one sufficiently attested to allow of a 
proper description. A corollary of this view is that the 
Kranzhügelkultur (mentioned supra 7) may have been 
one of the earlier phases and I shall not be surprised if 
a future supplement volume will include a description 
of the Kranzhügelkultur.

(b) In 1998 Professor F. Kolb of Tübingen Univer
sity visited the University of Copenhagen. His team 
has conducted an impressive survey in central Lykia 
of the town of Kyaneai and its territory. His lecture 
was a fascinating account of many of the indigenous 
aspects of Lykian culture, and in the discussion I 
suggested that it might be a good idea to distinguish 
an earlier Lykian indigenous city-state culture from a 
later city-state culture in the Hellenistic period when 
the Lykian towns had developed into Greek poleis. 
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This volume is the place for such an investigation. 
Through Jan Zahle, the Danish specialist on Ancient 
Lykia, I established contact with the Austrian archae
ologist Thomas Marksteinen He accepted my chal
lenge and wrote the present chapter about the indige
nous Lykian city-state culture. His contribution is a 
magisterial survey of the archaeological evidence of 
urbanisation during the Dynastic period (ca. 540-360 
B.C.). Furthermore, he argues persuasively that it 
would be a mistake to analyse the early Lykian towns 
as Hellenic poleis. However, describing himself as an 
archaeologist specialising in Bauforschung, he de
sisted from an analysis of the political aspects of the 
Lykian city-state culture and left that to me. My intro
duction to his contribution is therefore going to be 
much longer than my short presentation of the other 
five city-state cultures.

Lykia is the coastal region of south-western Ana
tolia lying between Karia to the west and Pamphylia 
to the east.15 The Lykian people are known especially 
from their characteristic sepulchral monuments, from 
their coins, and from inscriptions in the Lykian lan
guage, an Anatolian Indo-European language, attested 
in some 200 inscriptions written in an alphabet related 
to the Greek and presumably derived from it.16

If we omit the pre-Persian period, the history of 
Lykia is conveniently subdivided into three periods: 
(a) the Dynastic period from the conquest of Lykia by 
the Persians in the 540s to ca. 360 when Lykian 
dynasts disappear from the sources; (b) the Heka- 
tomnid period ca. 360-334 when Lykia was under 
Karian domination exercised by the Hekatomnids, the 
family of Karian rulers who in their capacity of Per
sian satraps ruled all of Karia and Lykia; and (c) the 
Hellenistic period from Alexander’s conquest of Asia 
Minor in 334 onwards.

In the course of the Hellenistic period the Lykians 
became completely Hellenised; the urban centres 
developed into Greek poleis, and in the 2nd and 1st 
centuries B.C. twenty-three Lykian poleis formed a 
federation, mentioned by Montesquieu in De l’esprit 
des lois alongside the Dutch cities as the prototype of 
a federal state composed of urbanised micro-states.17

Hellenistic Lykia became an integral part of the 
Hellenic city-state culture, but what about Lykia in the 
Dynastic period? was the region urbanised? and if so, 
were the towns just central places in the social and 
economic sense, or were they political centres as 
well? and if so, were they organised like a Greek 
polis?

Some of the urban centres in Lykia can be traced 
back to the Archaic period, but then the settlements 

were much too small to be proper towns. A not in
significant urbanisation seems to have taken place in 
the course of the Classical period, starting in the first 
half of the 5th century.18 The main centres, principally 
known from excavations and surveys, are: Xanthos, 
Limyra, Telmessos, Myra(?) and the site of Av§ar 
Tepesi (probably to be identified with Lykian Za- 
gaba). All these settlements were fortified; their walls 
enclosed an area of between 10 and 25 ha. All seem to 
have been inhabited by some 1,000-1,500 persons, 
and in Xanthos perhaps as many as 2,500. There may 
have been more urban settlements of the same type 
and size. Tlos, Pinara, Phellos and Apollonia were im
portant dynastic centres too, but the sites have not yet 
been surveyed or excavated.19 The differentiated 
nature of the remains found in the five known settle
ments indicates that, in spite of their small size, they 
can all be regarded as proper towns or cities in the 
historical sense of these terms. On the other hand, 
there is no evidence that the Lykian towns of the 
Dynastic period were copies of Greek towns. The 
German excavations of Av§ar Tepesi, for example, 
show that it was an indigenous Lykian town that was 
deserted in the mid 4th century; the population was 
probably moved to Kyaneai, the nearby dynastic 
centre which in the Hellenistic period became a 
proper Greek polis.20 The conclusion seems to be that 
Lykia was urbanised before it was Hellenised. In addi
tion to the towns, the Lykian landscape was dotted 
with small fortified hill-top settlements.21

The political organisation of Lykia is still enigmatic 
and the following account is little more than a sketch. 
After the Persian conquest in the 540s Lykia was part 
of a satrapy and under the suzerainty of the 
Achaimenid kings (Herodotos 3.90.1). But like many 
other subjects of the Persian empire the Lykians seem 
to have enjoyed a considerable degree of autonomy.22 
The oldest coins, struck on the so-called middle stan
dard, point to some regional political co-operation;23 
but Lykia was not a unified political entity settled with 
towns which were only economic and administrative 
centres. The region was presumably split up into a 
number of small polities, each ruled by a “dynast”, a 
term not attested in any source dealing with Lykia, but 
conventionally used by modern historians to describe 
the Lykian rulers. In Lykian inscriptions the only 
equivalent term found is khñtawata, a noun which 
probably means “authority” or “rule”.24 The centre of 
a polity was either a fortified hill-top settlement or a 
town, and the towns of Xanthos, Limyra, Telmessos, 
Myra and Av§ar Tepesi are known to have been resi
dences of local dynasts.
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Our sources for the Lykian dynasts are (a) literary 
sources, (b) inscriptions, (c) tombs, and (d) coins, (a) 
There are a few scattered references to Lykian rulers 
in classical Greek authors;25 (b) the Lykian inscrip
tions provide us with the names of half a score of 
dynasts.26 (c) Dynasts seem to have been buried in 
pillar tombs or heroa, of which altogether some 40 are 
known today.27 (d) The coins are by far the most 
important source for the simultaneous existence of a 
plurality of polities. The names of some 50 dynasts 
are attested on coins struck by some 12 different 
mints.28 Given that these coins span a period of ca. 
120 years, the numismatic evidence supports the view 
that the dynasts were actually rulers and not just 
members of an aristocracy,29 and this view is corrobo
rated by the small number of tombs of dynasts. All the 
towns mentioned above seem to have had a mint, and 
the names of the towns are often found on the coins, 
usually alongside the name of the dynast who issued 
the coin and. obviously, ruled the town.3"

We have no precise information about the powers 
of the dynast. From some sources we can infer that he 
was commander-in-chief of the armed forces,31 and 
from this information combined with the coins it is a 
qualified guess that a dynast had legislative and judi
cial powers as well. The coins also show that a dynast 
of a major town could strike coins in several different 
towns. Thus, Kuprlli of Xanthos had coins with his 
name struck in all the major Lykian mints in the 
period ca. 470-430, and he must have been the ruler of 
Lykia for several decades.32 In the period ca. 380-360 
Perikles of Limyra set himself up as the ruler of 
eastern Lykia and struck coins in several places on the 
east Lykian heavy standard.33 But the coins show also 
that the plurality of mints and dynasts persisted to the 
end of the Dynastic period.34

The Lykian towns seem to have been political 
centres of micro-states, sometimes independent, 
sometimes hierarchically organised and ruled by a 
leading dynast. These micro-states have been inter
preted by some scholars as poleis, and the process of 
Hellenisation has been retrojected from the Heka- 
tomnid and Hellenistic periods back into the Dynastic 
period.35 However, recent research has demonstrated 
that there is no support in the sources for such an 
interpretation.36 There is no evidence that any of the 
towns was a citizen community or had magistrates or 
a council as virtually any polis had. There is no trace 
of a prytaneion or a bouleuterion, or a theatre or a 
stoa,37 all characteristic of the Greek polis, whereas 
remains have been found of what was probably the 
residence of the local dynast;38 again by contrast with 

the polis where no remains of a “palace” can be found 
before the Hellenistic period, not even in poleis 
governed by a tyrant.39 Nor were there any monu
mental temples, another characteristic of the polis. 
Admittedly, the style of the coins betrays some Greek 
influence, but all legends are in the Lykian language 
and alphabet.40 There are very few inscriptions in 
Greek from the Dynastic period, and most of those 
found are bilingual (with similar texts in Lykian and 
in Greek) or even trilingual (with Aramaic as the third 
language).41

It is undoubtedly true that the Lykian cities of the 
Dynastic period were not poleis. But Lykia may still 
have been a city-state culture, i.e. a network of micro
states, most of them with a (small) town as the 
economic, religious, social and political centre. The 
name of the town seems to be the same as the name of 
the state. Thus, Arñna (Greek: Xanthos) and Zêmuri 
(Greek: Limyra) were the names of urban centres and 
of polities ruled by dynasts.42 Whenever that happens 
it is an indication that the region is organised into city- 
states.43 In world history the majority of the attested 
city-states have been ruled by dynasts and kings.44 To 
have city-states organised as citizen communities is a 
prominent feature of some city-state cultures, but it is 
far from ubiquitous.45 Another feature characteristic 
of city-state cultures is the oscillation between periods 
in which all of Lykia or part of Lykia was under one 
dynast, typically the dynast of Xanthos perhaps repre
senting the King of Persia,46 and periods in which 
Lykia was divided among many dynasts. In most city 
state cultures “none of the city-states is so powerful 
that it can conquer all the others and transform the 
region into one political unit” 47

Instead of asking the question: were the Lykian 
polities of the Dynastic period poleis testifying to an 
early Greek influence in Lykia? one should ask the 
question: were they city-states? The important studies 
in recent years by i.a. Kolb, Domingo-Gygax, Mark- 
steiner and several others indicate that, in the 
Dynastic period, there may well have been an indige
nous Lykian city-state culture based on local Anato
lian traditions, and Karian and Achaimenid influence 
may have been as important or even more important 
than the Hellenic impact on Lykian civilisation.48 
Hellenisation gathered momentum in the Hekatomnid 
period, and in the Hellenistic period the indigenous 
city-states were transformed into poleis which eventu
ally formed a federation like that of the Achaian or 
Aitolian poleis.

(c) Whereas - so far - no city-states have been 
found in North America and South America, Meso- 
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america seems for long periods to have been a patch
work of city-state cultures. The three best known are 
described in 30 CSC, viz. the Maya (by Nikolai 
Grube), the Mixtec (by Michael Lind) and the Aztec 
(by Michael Smith). But, as already pointed out by 
Lind (578) and Smith (592-93), there were probably 
several others. Only, they are fairly unknown and 
have attracted so little attention that a proper account 
must await future research. There is, however, one 
exception: the Bènizàa who in the Post-Classic period 
lived in what can reasonably be described as city- 
states. In 2000 Michel Oudijk, one of the leading 
specialists on the Bènizàa region, was appointed lec
turer in religious studies at Copenhagen University, 
and only a fortnight after his arrival in Copenhagen he 
accepted my invitation to join the team and write an 
account of the Zapotee city-state culture. He prefers to 
call it the Bènizàa city-state culture and I shall here
after adopt his terminology.

(d) From ca. A.D. 1200 the Kathmandu valley in 
Nepal was ruled by the so-called Malla dynasty. The 
history of the dynasty is conveniently subdivided into 
two periods: from ca. 1200 to 1482 all of the valley 
was ruled by a succession of kings, but when Yaksa 
Malla died in 1482. his kingdom was divided among 
his three sons, and for the next three centuries the 
valley was split up into three minute kingdoms, each 
centred on a fortified city: Lalitpur, Kathmandu and 
Bhaktapur. In 1768-69 the Malla dynasty was over
thrown by the Gurkhas under Prithvi Narayan Shah 
and the three small kingdoms became part of Nepal. 
The Kathmandu valley covers some 550 km2, and the 
three Malla kingdoms constitute the smallest city- 
state culture so far attested, but there seems to be no 
doubt that it was, essentially, a city-state culture and 
thus deserves a full description in this context, written 
by Professor Gérard Toffin who works in the leading 
centre in Europe for the study of the history of Nepal: 
the Centre André-Georges Haudricourt, Centre 
d’études himalayennes, CNRS.

The two remaining contributions are about city- 
state cultures which have already had a full chapter in 
30 CSC', viz. the Sumerian and the German city-states.

(e) Planning the 1999 symposium about city-state 
cultures, I entrusted the chapter about the Sumerian 
city-states to the eminent professor Jean-Jacques 
Glassner. At the symposium it turned out that, in 
opposition to the great majority of his colleagues, he 
denied that the concept of city-state was of any value 
at all in an analysis of the Sumerian micro-states. Like 
Fineman and Marcus, he argued that “city-state” was 
just the modern historians’ synonym for the ancient 

Greek polis.49 He refused to acknowledge any differ
ence between the modern heuristic concept of city- 
state and the ancient Greek concept of polis\ and he 
suggested that the concept of city-state be restricted to 
an analysis of the polis and, accordingly, avoided in a 
study of the Mesopotamian polities, which he 
preferred to call micro-states {petits états).

It is always a refreshing challenge to have the 
Devil’s advocate in a team of scholars; and it is not at 
all bad in the Comparative Study of Thirty City-State 
Cultures to have one chapter which openly contests 
the value of the methodology and the model on which 
the volume is based. But in this case the result has also 
been that the readers of the book are left with a highly 
personal account of the Sumerian civilisation, and 
without any information about the prevailing interpre
tation of the political structure of Babylonia in the late 
fourth and third millennia B.C. In almost all other 
accounts of the Sumerians their polities are described 
as city-states (30 CSC 31 n. 93); and several anthro
pologists have even preferred the Sumerian polities to 
the Greek poleis or the Italian città as the best model 
for what a city-state is.50 Furthermore, in the chapters 
of 30 CSC about the city-state of Assur and the Syrian 
city-states, the existence of Sumerian city-states is 
taken for granted and not even problematised.51

Therefore, to balance Glassner’s chapter in 30 CSC 
I invited Aage Westenholz of the Carsten Niebuhr 
Institute to submit for this volume an alternative inter
pretation based on the assumption that the Sumerian 
polities were city-states, i.e. self-governing micro
states, each composed of one major urban centre with 
its immediate hinterland, often dotted with sanctuaries 
and second-order settlements, so that all of Babylonia 
constituted a city-state culture composed of a network 
of some 25-50 such city-states. Westenholz is as 
eminent an expert as Glassner; as in the previous 
volume I believe that the city-state model does fit the 
Sumerian civilisation (30 CSC 20); but with two 
opposed interpretations it is up to the readers to study 
both and make up their minds for themselves.

(f) The reason for having a new chapter about the 
German city-states is different. The author of the 
chapter in 30 CSC is Professor Peter Johanek, the 
head of the Institut für vergleichende Städtegeschichte 
in Münster?2 He argues judiciously that no clear line 
can be drawn between, on the one hand, the imperial 
and free towns and, on the other hand, the territorial 
towns. The former were presumably city-states, by 
contrast with the latter who recognised a prince or a 
bishop as their lord. Nevertheless, some of the territo
rial towns enjoyed more autonomy than some of the 
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imperial towns. So Johanek finds it problematic to 
apply the concept of city-state to the mediaeval and 
Early Modern German towns, especially since the 
imperia] towns lay scattered between bishoprics and 
principalities and did not form a network that can 
reasonably be described as a “city-state culture”. The 
largest network of towns in Germany was the Han
seatic League, which was dominated by territorial 
towns and had only a few large Imperial towns among 
its members. Only in Switzerland, the southernmost 
part of mediaeval Germany, did a proper city-state 
culture emerge in the course of the Middle Ages, as 
described by Martina Stercken in 30 CSC.

Much of Johanek’s chapter is about northern 
Germany, but by far the majority of the imperial and 
free towns were to be found in southern Germany.53 In 
Swabia, Franconia and Thuringia there were in fact 
clusters of imperial cities, and, for shorter or longer 
periods, they did form leagues (briefly mentioned in 
30 CSC 23). So, moving the focus from North to 
South Germany one might perhaps find evidence of 
what can be described as a city-state culture, com
parable to those in Switzerland and northern Italy. The 
scholar who undertook to write this chapter was the 
Finnish historian Björn Forsén. He has been affiliated 
with the Polis Centre in connection with the Centre’s 
study of the Greek polis and my endeavour to find 
someone who could write about the south German 
city-states matched his plan to conduct comparative 
investigations of ancient and Mediaeval city-states.

The Concept of City-State Culture
I believe that each of the six civilisations described in 
this volume meets a sufficient number of the criteria 
set out in 30 CSC 16-17 as characteristics of a city- 
state culture. As explained in the final chapter of that 
volume, the method we use in our study of the concept 
of city-state culture and the civilisations described as 
city-state cultures involves a constant oscillation 
between the intension and extension of this concept, 
or, to put it differently: between the concept itself and 
its denotata (30 CSC 597, 600-01). One can therefore 
turn the investigation upside down and examine to 
what extent the descriptions of these six civilisations 
can shed more light on the concept of city-state 
culture.

Emergence. “City-state cultures emerge in one of 
the three following ways: (a) In a period of demo
graphic and economic upsurge, urbanisation and state 
formation take place simultaneously or in close se
quence. The city-state period is preceded by a pre

state period. The formation of city-states is gradual 
and often imperceptible, (b) Colonisation of a region 
takes the form of the foundation of a number of city- 
states. (c) In a period of decline, an urbanised macro
state disintegrates in such a way that each of its major 
urban centres becomes a city-state” (30 CSC 16-17). 
The six civilisations studied in this volume induce me 
to treat the three possibilities in the reverse order. Four 
of the city-state cultures owe their origin to the col
lapse of a macro-state, colonisation is an additional 
factor in one of these civilisations, and in one case the 
city-states arose gradually after a pre-state period.

It is still a moot point how and when the Sumerian 
city-state culture emerged but, as pointed out by 
Westenholz, “it is possible that, around 3200 to 3000 
B.C., there was an integrated territorial state in Baby
lonia, with Uruk as its capital, and that the later 
Sumerian city-state culture was but the decayed re
mains of that state” (infra 23).

There is no doubt that the emergence of the Neo
Hittite city-state culture in north Syria was a direct 
result of the collapse of the Hittite empire ca. 1200 
B.C. (infra 44-45).

In Mesoamerica the Bènizàa city-state culture grew 
up in the 9th century A.D. following the fall in ca. 800 
of Monte Albán, the urban centre and seat of the rulers 
of the Bènigolazàa state (infra 75, 87).

The city-state culture in the Kathmandu valley 
emerged by King Yaksa Malla’s decision in A.D. 1482 
to divide his small kingdom among his three sons so 
that each became the ruler of a micro-state centred on 
a town (infra 108).

The Bènizàa city-state culture emerged in the 9th 
century A.D. in the Valley of Oaxaca after the fall of 
Monte Albán. But in the second half of the 15th cen
tury there were large-scale migrations from the Valley 
of Oaxaca to the Sierra Zapoteca and the Isthmus of 
Tehuantepec. The colonisation of the Isthmus of Te
huantepec and to a lesser degree of the Sierra Zapo
teca took the form of the foundation of city-states 
(infra 79-80).

The Lykian cities and, consequently, the Lykian 
city-state culture developed gradually in the course of 
the Dynastic period and there is no evidence of any 
important state formation in Lykia antedating the 6th 
century B.C. (infra 69).

The south German city-state culture seems to be a 
case apart, and it would be unwise to force it into one 
of the categories: “There was no single way in which 
the city-states of central Europe acquired their free 
status: indeed almost every one did so in a slightly 
different manner.”54
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To the four new examples of city-state cultures 
emerging by devolution rather than evolution must be 
added the six examples recorded in 30 CSC;55 it can 
be argued that the north Italian city-states constitute a 
seventh example.56 These eleven attestations are suffi
cient, I think, to disprove a common evolutionist 
model which still has many adherents. It is held that 
early cities were all city-states and that the territorial 
state dotted with cities is a later phase of a universal 
development. The fact that urbanisation and state 
formation were usually co-eval (30 CSC 15) has led to 
the theory that a pre-state phase is commonly fol
lowed by a city-state phase which again leads to the 
formation of a territorial state.57 I believe that the 
civilisations studied in 30 CSC and in this supplement 
disprove the model: there are many states which 
emerged as macro-states without passing through a 
city-state phase, and there are many city-state cultures 
which emerged in consequence of the disintegration 
of an earlier macro-state.

Disappearance. “A city-state culture ceases to 
exist either (a) 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; or (b), the city-state culture disappears 
by being conquered by a neighbouring Great Power: 
the city-states are transformed into cities, sometimes 
abruptly, 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” 
(30 CSC 17). Five of the six city-state cultures exam
ined here disappeared by being conquered by neigh
bours:

The Sumerian city-states of the early Dynastic 
period were conquered by Sargon of Akkade ca. 2330 
and turned into municipalities of the macro-state he 
created (infra 38).

The Neo-Hittite city-states were conquered by 
Sargon II (721-705) and incorporated into the Assyr
ian empire (infra 54).

The Lykian dynasts disappeared ca. 360 B.C. when 
Lykia came under Karian rule (supra 9).

The Bènizàa city-states were subjected by the 
Spaniards in 1521; they were allowed to persist as 
dependent city-states for some generations, but by ca. 
1600 they had become units of the Spanish colonial 
administration (infra 75-76).

The three small kingdoms in the Kathmandu valley 
were overrun by the Gurkhas in 1768-69 and incorpo
rated into Nepal (infra 107-08).

Again, the south German city-states are a case 
apart: in form they persisted until the dissolution of 

the Holy Roman Empire in 1806 but in fact they had 
lost most of their self-government long before (infra 
98, 101).

Clusters of city-state cultures. The civilisations 
studied in 30 CSC show that city-state cultures tend to 
appear in clusters: the most conspicuous are found (a) 
in the Fertile Crescent in the Near East, (b) in 
Mediterranean and Central Europe, (c) in Meso
america, and (d) in West Africa (30 CSC 17). The city- 
state cultures studied in this volume fit into the 
picture. The Sumerian, north Syrian and Lykian city- 
state cultures belong with the west Syrian, Palestinian, 
Assyrian, Phoenician, Neo-Babylonian and Philistine 
city-state cultures (30 CSC 35-139). The south 
German city-states lie next to the Swiss and the north 
Italian (30 CSC 30 n. 74; 277-342), and the Bènizàa 
city-states constitute the fourth attested city-state 
culture in Mesoamerica alongside the Maya, the Mix
tec and the Aztec city-states (30 CSC 547-95). Nepal 
is different, but perhaps just a harbinger indicating 
that other city-state cultures may be found in this part 
of Asia. In 30 CSC Dilip Chakrabarti rejected the 
Indus civilisation (ca. 2600-1900 B.C.) and the Maha- 
janapadas (ca. 600-300 B.C.) as proper examples of 
city-state cultures.58 He added, however, that India has 
had a long tradition of political fragmentation. Scores 
of the fortified urban settlements found in the Indus 
valley may have been city-states and not just second- 
order settlements in the territories of four large states: 
Harappa, Mohenjodaro, Ganweriwala and Rakhigarhi 
(30 CSC 375-76). If so, the Indus civilisation may 
after all have been a city-state culture composed of 
scores of city-states, and there may have been other 
city-state cultures not yet discovered and described.

Cycles of city-states. “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 or four times in world history have 
been a city-state culture” (30 CSC 17).59

Westenholz’ paper is focused the Sumerian city- 
states in the Early Dynastic period, but there is 
evidence of no less than three later phases of city-state 
organisation: (1 ) in the fairly short period between the 
breakdown of Sargon’s and Naramsin’s empire and 
the emergence of the Third Dynasty of Ur (ca. 2150- 
2100), (2) during the Isin-Larsa period after the fall of 
Ur (ca. 2000-1800), (3) during the Early Neo-Baby- 
lonian period after the Kassite dynasty in Babylon had 
been deposed by Elamite tribes and until the Assyrian 
conquest of Babylonia in the mid 8th century (ca. 
1100-750).60

Future studies may show that the Neo-Hittite city
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state culture of the Iron Age was preceded by a city- 
state culture in the early Bronze Age, viz., the Kranz
hügelkultur dating from ca. 2800-2300 B.C. (supra 
7-8).

The indigenous Lykian city-state culture of the 
Dynastic period (ca. 540-360) was followed by the 
Hellenic city-state culture of the Hellenistic period 
inaugurated by Alexander’s conquest in 334. In this 
case the transition from one city-state phase to the 
next one was gradual, and one can speak of an overlap 
in the Hekatomnid period (ca. 360-334) with its much 
more intensive process of Hellenisation (infra 69-70).

Germany and Nepal belong with the civilisations 
which only once in history were organised into city- 
states. Ignorance of the early history of the Bènizàa 
region forces us to suspend judgement (infra 73).

Names of city-states. In a city-state culture the 
name of the state is almost invariably identical with 
the name of its urban centre, whereas in macro-states 
the name of the state is different from the name of its 
capital and usually denotes the territory, i.e. the whole 
country dotted with a number of urban centres (30 
CSC 18 with n. 80).

In Sumerian sources toponyms such as Uruk, 
Umma, Nippur, and Shurrupak sometimes denote a 
polity and sometimes its main urban centre.61 Kar- 
kamis and Hamath are names of Neo-Hittite states as 
well as of cities (infra 46, 51 ). The names of Lykian 
towns, e.g. Arñna (Greek: Xanthos) and Zêmuri 
(Greek: Limyra), are found on coins where they seem 
to denote the community rather than just its urban 
centre (supra 10). Zaachila and Tehuatepec are the 
designations of Bènizàa towns as well as of the city- 
states ruled from these urban centres (infra 80). 
Rothenburg and Dinkelsbühl were walled towns but 
also imperial cities which had joined the Swabian 
League (infra 95). The three petty kingdoms in the 
Kathmandu valley were named after their capitals: 
Lalitpur, Bhaktapur and Kathmandu (infra 108).

Dependent city-states. The city-states of a city- 
state culture are not necessarily independent peer poli
ties, but can be hierarchically organised systems of 
polities, of which some are hegemonic, some inde
pendent, and some dependencies. Dependent city- 
states are self-governing communities which usually 
have to pay tribute and provide troops to a neigh
bouring 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 (30 CSC 
17). Five of the six city-state cultures described in this 
volume testify to the existence of dependent city- 
states.

Wars between the Sumerian city-states are attested 
throughout the Early Dynastic period, and for shorter 
periods Lagash, Umma, Ur and Uruk succeeded in 
dominating some of the neighbouring city-states (in
fra 33, 36). However, the Sumerian city-states seem 
not normally to have attempted a full incorporation of 
the city-states they conquered but allowed them to 
persist as dependent city-states; sometimes they 
regained their independence when the city-state to 
which they belonged lost its hegemonic position.

During the 9th and 8th centuries the Neo-Hittite 
city-states often had to pay tribute to the Assyrians 
and can therefore in this final phase be seen as 
dependent city-states (infra 49, 54).

The Lykian city-states of the Dynastic period were 
under the suzerainty of the Persian King and formed 
part of the satrapy of Lydia (supra 9).

In the Bènizàa region in Mesoamerica each of the 
major city-states seems to have ruled a number of 
dependent city-states. In the mid 13th century Zaa
chila was the hegemonic city-state in the Valley of 
Oaxaca; and two centuries later the isthmus of Te
huantepec was dominated by the city-state of Tehuan
tepec. It controlled a number of dependent city-states 
in the Isthmus itself and even succeeeded in turning 
six of city-states in the Valley of Oaxaca into tributary 
dependencies (infra 83).

The south German Reichsstädte were self-gover
ning polities but still part of the Holy Roman Empire 
and ruled by the emperor (infra 98).

Leagues and federations. Related to the existence 
of dependent city-states is the inclination to form 
leagues and federations. A city-state is by nature a 
micro-state, and a city-state culture consisting of 
disconnected city-states has always been an easy prey 
to larger neighbours. At the same time the wish to 
remain city-states seems to have prevailed in all city- 
state cultures, and the obvious compromise was to 
form alliances which sometimes took the form of a 
league, but often developed into a confederation or 
even into a federal state in the full sense (30 CSC 17, 
612-13). The importance of leagues and federations is 
attested in four of the six city-state cultures described 
in this volume.

The so-called Sumerian kinglist of ca. 2000 B.C. 
testifies to some kind of council in which most of the 
Sumerian city-states were represented. It was headed 
by the leader of one of the city-states, and the hege
monic position passed from city-state to city-state 
(infra 32). Furthermore, each city-state had its own 
patron divinity, but the Sumerian gods formed a 
Pantheon with Enlil of Nippur as the principal god 
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(infra 35). Thus, the oldest of all city-state cultures is 
also the first to provide us with information about 
formalised co-operation between the city-states.

The oldest Lykian coins were issued by different 
dynasts but all were struck on the so-called middle 
standard, and almost all had the triskeles on the 
reverse. It is tempting to assume some co-operation 
between all or most of the dynasts;62 but we do not 
know whether it took the form of a league or a federa
tion.63 That it did not last is indicated by the later 
coins, which were struck on either the light west 
Lykian or the heavy east Lykian standard and with a 
plurality of reverse types.

In the second half of the 14th century the ruler of 
Zaachila formed a federation of Bènizàa city-states, 
but two Mixtec city-states became members as well. 
The members paid tribute and provided contingents to 
the federal army but continued to be politically and 
administratively autonomous (infra 85-86).

In the course of the 14th century the south German 
cities formed a number of successive leagues which, 
by contrast with the Hanseatic League in the north, 
consisted of imperial and free cities only. The largest 
was the Swabian League, which in 1485 had 40 mem
bers and in the same years it concluded an alliance 
with a league of imperial and free cities along the 
Rhine and with the major Swiss cities. Together the 
three leagues constituted a network of 59 free and 
imperial cities (infra 95). The apogee of the leagues 
was reached in the early 15th century. Soon after, the 
two German ones lost their importance whereas the 
Swiss developed into a fully fledged city-state culture.

Urbanisation. While Max Weber’s functional 
description of “the city” (die Stadt) is still largely 
valid,64 the restriction of this Idealtypus to the western 
world has been one of the main obstacles to the recog
nition that city-states and city-state cultures have 
existed outside Europe and the Near East.65 If the city- 
state is a micro-state centred on a city, and if there 
have been no cities outside the western cultural 
sphere, the early micro-states attested in other conti
nents cannot have been city-states. According to 
Weber a true city had to be a Stadtgemeinde, and die 
Stadt des Okzidents was in his opinion the only Stadt- 
gemeinde in the true sense. In Weber the counterpart 
of the true western city was the Asian or oriental 
city.66 As in Burckhardt’s work67 the opposition be
tween western freedom and oriental despotism can be 
discerned behind the two types of city.68 But the oppo
sition between the western and the oriental city has 
been made obsolete by modern archaeological, an
thropological and historical research and “nobody 

should need any longer a type or model of the 
‘Oriental’ city as opposed to the western city, since 
this type was the product of a Euro-centric view and a 
colonialist attitude.”69 Thus, there is no longer any 
reason to question the application of the terms town 
and/or city70 to the Sumerian, Neo-Hittite, Lykian, or 
Kathmandu valley urban centres. They all fit Weber’s 
ideal type, which he constructed from a study of the 
mediaeval cities north of the Alps, i.e. the towns of the 
Holy Roman Empire, cf. n. 66 supra.

The problematical civilisation in this context is the 
Mesoamerican, i.e. the Bènizàa city-state culture in 
the Post-Classic period. There is no discussion in We
ber of indigenous African or American urban settle
ments.71 Excavations, historical studies and fieldwork 
have provided us with a rich literature about African 
urbanism,72 and no less than seven African city-state 
cultures are included in 30 CSC.13 Again, during the 
last two generations the numerous studies of urbanism 
in pre-Columbian America have revolutionised our 
understanding of American society before the Spanish 
colonisation, and it is especially the Mesoamerican 
city which has been in focus.74 Recognition of the 
nucleated settlements as proper cities rather than cere
monial centres was long obscured by the contrast 
between the monumental stone architecture and the 
ephemeral character of habitations built of perishable 
materials.75 Furthermore, the open texture of the 
centres raised doubt about whether they were nucle
ated settlements at all. The Maya cities had, on 
average, 6-10 inhabitants per ha and that is very 
different from the towns of ancient and mediaeval 
Europe where a density of 150-250 inhabitants per ha 
is frequently attested.76 On the other hand, even in 
Mesoamerica there is a marked difference between 
nucleated and dispersed settlement, and the nucleated 
settlements seem to have been towns in the functional 
sense: they were centres of trade, they gave rise to a 
considerable division of labour and specialisation of 
function, and they were genuine Zentralorte not only 
in the economic but also in the social and political 
sense.

A different set of problems concerns the relation 
between centre and hinterland, and between the urban 
and the political aspects of the town or city. In a valu
able discussion of the nature of the Mesoamerican 
city, Joyce Marcus points out some essential differ
ences between the western and the Indian view of the 
city. The western city is defined “on the basis of such 
variables as population size, percentage of population 
not engaged in extractive subsistence activities, or 
presence of public institutions ...” In Mesoamerican 



16 Mogens Herman Hansen

civilisations “the term clearly referred not only to a 
nucleated settlement (in our terms a town or city), but 
also to its ruler, its inhabitants, and the territory ruled, 
including outlying dependencies and landholdings” 
(Marcus [2000] 54-55). Marcus shows that this view 
of the city was held by the Aztecs, the Maya, the 
Mixtec and the Zapotee77 and adds that it was shared 
by the Yoruba in west Africa as well. The last observa
tion is crucial. The Yoruba was one of the west 
African city-state cultures.78 The similarity between 
the Yoruba and the Mesoamerican concept of the city 
indicates that the difference is not between the 
western and the Mesoamerican concept of a city, but 
between the city in a modern macro-state and in a 
city-state culture. In ancient Hellas the term polis 
clearly referred not only to a nucleated settlement (in 
our terms a town or city), but also to its rulers (or 
political institutions), its inhabitants, and the territory 
ruled, including outlying dependencies and landhold
ings.79 In mediaeval Italy civitas signified not only the 
city, but also the territory, and again the citizens 
united in a community, the body politic, the state.80 In 
China in the Spring-and-Autumn period the most 
common term for state - guo - referred both to the 
state and to the capital city, and 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 element indicating 
inhabitants.81 Thus, what Marcus identified as the 
Mesoamerican view of the city re-appears in city-state 
cultures all over the world, in west Africa, in Europe 
and in Asia.82 The difference is rather between a 
macro-state and a city-state view of the city.

Summing up, the six studies printed in this volume 
corroborate most of the features singled out in 30 CSC 
as essential characteristics of a city-state culture. For 
further comparisons, see the general index infra 140.

The Weberian ideal types I have constructed and 
called “city-state” and “city-state culture” are modern 
heuristic concepts to be used by historians, archaeolo
gists and anthropologists in their descriptions of 
historic civilisations. Of course, none of the peoples 
described called their polities “city-states” and their 
civilisation a “city-state culture”. Each people had 
their own individual perception of their own social 
organisation, and used their own terms. The term and 
the concept behind it varied from civilisation to civili
sation. And in most cases the people of one civilisa
tion were ignorant of the existence of other similar 
civilisations in other periods and/or in other parts of 
the world.83 No two individual concepts were iden

tical, nor were the polities to which the concepts 
referred; but they betray, I hold, a number of striking 
similarities, and the concepts of city-state and city- 
state culture are constructed by detecting and putting 
together these similarities. In doing this we have 
moved from each civilisation’s self-perception to a 
modem detached artificial perception of a type of 
civilisation. Our city-state is the generic term for what 
the Greeks called polis, the Romans civitas, the 
Chinese guo, the Malay negeri, the Yoruba Ilu, the 
Maya ahawlel, the Mixtec yuhuitaya, the Aztecs alte- 
petl, the Zapotee queche, etc. - In some cases we do 
not know the term any longer, in other cases there may 
not have been a specific term. - By creating the gen
eric concept and the equivalent term, we have moved 
from what today is often called the emic view of a 
civilisation to the etic view: while each of the indi
vidual city-state cultures is probably best described in 
accordance with the emic view, the comparison be
tween city-state cultures necessitates the etic approach 
and, being purely heuristic concepts, city-state and 
city-state culture are constructed and analysed in 
accordance with an etic view. As in any other compar
ative study, the combination of the two approaches at 
different levels is inevitable.

Why City-States Existed
In the preface to 30 CSC I invited those participants in 
the 1999 symposium who wanted to continue the 
theoretical debate about the concepts of city-state and 
city-state culture to submit their contributions to a 
forthcoming volume. So far, none of the participants 
has taken up the invitation, but Professor Azar Gat of 
Tel Aviv University has volunteered and submitted a 
paper in which he argues that the principal motive 
behind the formation of city-states was defence. His 
paper is a valuable contribution to the debate over the 
origin of city-state cultures, and I can agree with much 
of what he says. I note, however, that some of his 
examples concern cities which, in my opinion, were 
not city-states but urban centres of macro-states.84 If 
this is so, defence was a principal motive behind 
urbanisation as such, not just the formation of city- 
states. Is there, then, some factor which in regions that 
eventually became city-state cultures made defence 
purposes a stronger incentive than in regions organ
ised into macro-states? It seems reasonable to assume 
that the large number of city-states in a city-state 
culture results in a higher number of wars than those 
which occur in macro-states with many towns. 
Macro-states fight one another, but internally they 
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enjoy peace. A city-state culture suffers from war with 
neighbouring macro-states, but. in addition to that, it 
suffers from numerous wars between the city-states 
themselves. That is probably why nucleated settle
ment and defence circuits become even more impor
tant here than in macro-states.

Appendix. The Origin of the North Italian 
City-States
The universally accepted view is that the north Italian 
city-states emerged ca. 1100 and disappeared again in 
the course of the 14th century. What marked the 
beginning of the city-states was the election of 
consuls and the self-conscious description of cities as 
communes.85 The demise of the city-state is com
monly dated to ca. 1400 when princes had come to 
power once again and the commune was replaced by 
the signoria.M Thus, with the exception of some city
republics that still existed in the age of Machiavelli 
and even later, the city-state period in northern Italy 
covered the three centuries from ca. 1100 to ca. 
1400.87

According to this view the ciy-state is defined by its 
constitution: ca. 1100, in the rapidly growing urban 
centres, republican rule replaced the rule of a bishop 
or a count, but ca. 1400 republican institutions had 
been suppressed by a monarchical form of rule exer
cised by princes and tyrants. Two of the most influen
tial general accounts in English of the Italian city- 
states are Daniel Waley’s The Italian City-Republics 
(2nd edn 1978) and Philip Jones’ The Italian City- 
State from Commune to Signoria (1997). Both titles 
reveal that the central aspect of the city-state is the 
form of state rather than the rype of state. One gets the 
impression that only city-republics counted as city- 
states. But such a view has to be modified by a study 
of city-states in which the emphasis is on the type of 
state.

Throughout world history until the second half of 
the 18th century all macro-states were monarchies, 
but the majority of city-states were monarchies too; 
due to the small size of the city-state, however, quite a 
few became republics, i.e. states ruled by councils, 
and/or assemblies in which decisions were made by 
vote after a debate. Again, of the republican city-states 
the majority were aristocracies (or oligarchies), and 
the democratically governed city-state, though at
tested in a number of city-state cultures, is undoubt
edly less common than the monarchical or aristocratic 
city-state. Thus, most city-states were monarchies, 
many were oligarchies, some were democracies and 

the specific form of government is not an essential 
aspect of the concept of the city-state as such.88 The 
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.89 The counterpart of a city-state is a 
macro-state which usually has a number of cities 
within its borders; they are administrative units, and 
one of them may be a capital; but none is in posses
sion of self-government to such a degree that it counts 
as a “polity” or a “state”.90

If this model of the city-state is adopted, the history 
of the Italian city-states appears in a new perspective. 
The crucial question is not: when did the Italian 
commune emerge? but rather: when was northern 
Italy split into a large number of small political units, 
each consisting of a town with its immediate hinter
land? This question can be split up into two: (a) when 
had urbanisation reached a point that would allow a 
town with its immediate hinterland to function as a 
polity? and (b) when did the ruler(s) of an Italian city 
acquire the powers that constitute a state, i.e. legisla
tive and judicial powers, the right to levy taxes, strike 
coins, have its own army and enter into relations with 
other similar cities?

Re (a). There is no agreement about the re-appear
ance of cities in mediaeval Italy, and a long scholarly 
battle has been fought between two opposing groups 
of scholars called, respectively, “optimists” and “pess
imists”. The optimists emphasise continuity and be
lieve that the ancient cities undoubtedly dwindled in 
the Early Middle Ages but never disappeared com
pletely.91 The archaeological evidence, however, 
points to discontinuity and the available data 
marshalled by the pessimists are now, I think, so over
whelming that the optimists are well advised to accept 
what can be learned from the physical remains. The 
Italian towns survived during Late Antiquity until the 
early 7th century, but thereafter “in the hundreds of 
trenches excavated in towns throughout Italy the 
commonest, if most prosaic discovery, is not the 
remains of buildings but ‘dark earth’... However, the 
era of ‘dark earth’ ended in the ninth century”.92 No 
matter whether one follows the “optimists” or the 
“pessimists”, there is no doubt that northern Italy 
became urbanised once again in the course of the 9th 
century, and that, alongside Spain, Italy was the most 
urbanised country in Europe at the beginning of the 
second millennium.93 The question is: how were the 
cities governed? From the late 8th to the late 9th 
century northern Italy was part of the Carolingian 
empire; but with the death of Louis II in 875, cen- 
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tralised government disappeared, “nowhere, however, 
did state authority simply collapse into anarchy; it 
merely became more localised and more focused on 
individual cities”.94

Re (b). Between the 9th and 11th centuries many 
north Italian cities were ruled by bishops. They 
resided in palaces in the urban centre and ruled the 
city assisted by an advisory consilium; the bishop 
presided over meetings of the general assembly; he 
was sometimes commander-in-chief of the town’s 
armed forces; he had judicial and legislative powers, 
he levied taxes and he struck coins.95 Each episcopal 
city controlled the immediate hinterland of the town.96 
The bishops had acquired these powers with the 
support of the Carolingian rulers, and during much of 
the 9th century the north Italian towns were probably 
urban centres of the Carolingian empire rather than 
polities. But with the power vacuum from the late 9th 
century onwards, the north and central Italian bish
oprics and counties became polities rather than 
municipalities. Furthermore, in the course of the 10th 
century the bishops, some 120 altogether, had the 
advantage of the counts, many of whom left the cities 
and settled in the countryside.97 This is when the 
Italian city-states emerged - what happened around 
1100 was not the emergence of the city-state but the 
emergence of the city-republic: elected consuls took 
over the judicial powers previously held by bishops. 
The Italian cities were under the suzerainty of the 
German king or, since 962, the emperor; but that was 
a matter of form both before and after 1100, and in 
this respect there is no difference between the 11th 
and the 12th centuries. Thus, the emergence of the 
Italian city-state should probably be pushed back 
some 200 years and, on this interpretation, mediaeval 
north Italy is yet another example of a city-state 
culture which emerged by the fragmentation of an 
urbanised macro-state into a large number of micro
states, each consisting of a town with its hinterland.98

Again, if the type of state is in focus rather than the 
form of state, the demise of the Italian city-state was 
not caused by the transition from commune to 
signoria. It was caused by small city-states being 
swallowed up by the larger ones, whereby the large 
city-states became “territorial” states, each with a 
pluralitiy of towns inside a territory that covered a 
five-digit number of square kilometres.99 The two 
phenomena were, of course, interconnected, but the 
change of emphasis results in a change of analysis. 
The difference between the two interpretations is most 
apparent in the case of Venice. If one takes the opposi
tion between republic and signoria to be the crucial 

criterion, Venice remained a city-state until 1797.100 If 
one prefers to emphasise the conquest of small city- 
states by the larger ones and the ensuing formation of 
territorial states, then Venice was transformed from a 
city-state into a territorial macro-state in the years 
1404-28 when it conquered all the cities in the Veneto 
and acquired an urbanised territory of some 30,000 
km2.101
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