Lucia Cecchet

Poverty in Athenian
Public Discourse

From the Eve of the Peloponnesian War
to the Rise of Macedonia

Alte Geschichte Historia — Einzelschriften 239

Franz Steiner Verlag




Lucia Cecchet
Poverty in Athenian Public Discourse



HISTORIA Zeitschrift fiir Alte Geschichte | Revue d’histoire ancienne

Journal of Ancient History | Rivista di storia antica
EINZELSCHRIFTEN Herausgegeben von Kai Brodersen, Erfurt |
Mortimer Chambers, Los Angeles | Martin Jehne, Dresden | Mischa Meier,

Tiibingen | Walter Scheidel, Stanford

Band 239



Lucia Cecchet

Poverty in Athenian Public
Discourse

From the Eve of the Peloponnesian War
to the Rise of Macedonia

@ Franz Steiner Verlag



Umschlagabbildung:

Odysseus mit Eurykleia, attisch-rotfiguriger Skyphos (450—400 v. Chr.)

Chiusi, Museo Archeologico Nazionale

Mit freundlicher Genehmigung der Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici della Toscana

Bibliografische Information der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek:

Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der Deutschen
Nationalbibliografie; detaillierte bibliografische Daten sind im Internet iiber
<http://dnb.d-nb.de> abrufbar.

Dieses Werk einschlie@3lich aller seiner Teile ist urheberrechtlich geschiitzt.
Jede Verwertung aulderhalb der engen Grenzen des Urheberrechtsgesetzes
ist unzuléssig und strafbar.

© Franz Steiner Verlag, Stuttgart 2015

Satz: DTP +TEXT Eva Burri

Druck: AZ Druck und Datentechnik, Kempten

Gedruckt auf sdurefreiem, alterungsbestdndigem Papier.

Printed in Germany.

ISBN 978-3-515-11160-7 (Print)

ISBN 978-3-515-11161-4 (E-Book)



To Marta and Mario, my parents






TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWIEAZEMENLS........ovieeiiiiiieie ettt
List 0f ADDIEVIALIONS. ......eiviieieieiieiieieeiesie ettt

INtroduction............ooooiiiiiii e
1. The Debate over the Definition of Poverty in the Social Sciences .............
2. Athenian Democracy and the Concept of “Active Poverty”........c..ccceeeueene

3. Poverty in Athenian Public Discourse: Scope and Methodology of
the Present StUAY .....coveieiiiiee e

4. Terminological Considerations...........ccceeeeruereenieriesie e

Chapter One
The Background of Public Imagery: Perspectives on Destitution
I the OAYSSEY.......coouviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee ettt

1. The Beggar Odysseus: What a Disguise Can Tell Us ........ccccccvvvvvevrennnnnee,
2. Undisguised Beggars: Ptochoi Pandémioi and Ptéchoi Alétai ...................
3. Individual Responsibility and Tragic Fate: Why is a Ptéchos a Ptochos? ..
4

. Final Remarks: From the Odyssey to Classical Drama...........c...cccceeuenneee.

Chapter Two
Beggars on Stage: Acting out the Imaginary of Poverty
in Athenian Drama.............c..cocoiiiiiiiiiiie e

1. Ptochopoiein in Euripides’ Tragedies........cccovvevereenieniiienenieeeieeeeene,
2. Veterans as BEeZGArS........ccvvvuieriieiiieiieeiecieesee et ete et enba e ens

3. Poverty and the Good Citizens of the Polis: Voices of a Debate
in Euripides’ Tragedies .......cevverieiirieieeieeie st

4. Generals and Beggars in the City at War:
Political Arguments in Aristophanes’ AchAarnians.............c.ccoceeceeeeveeeeeencns

5. Final Remarks: Drama and Public DISCOUISE.........ccoovvueeiiveeiieeeeieieeeeeens

Chapter Three
Was Poverty a Real Issue in Fourth-Century Athens?................cccccoeeeeen.

1. The Demographic QUESHION.........cceeieriieieieeiieieseeieee e seeeeeieere e eenenees

115



8 Table of Contents

2. The Loss of the Empire and the Restructuring of the Economy ................. 118
3. Impoverishment of Small Farmers? ...........cccccovieiiiiiienieeceeeeeeeee 124
4. Employment Opportunities outside the Agricultural Sector ............c..c...... 127
5. Political Stability and the Distribution of Wealth..........c...ccccevveevieniennnnne. 130
6. Major Involvement of the Landless in Politics?........cccccoevcieneniiniiniencnnen. 133
7. Final Remarks: Widespread Poverty in the Fourth Century?...................... 138
Chapter Four

Poverty as an Argument in Fourth-Century Public Speeches.................... 141

1. From Poor to Rich and from Rich to Poor: A Recurring Theme in Public
Prosecutions and Political Speeches............covoeiieiiiiiiinieeeeeeee 141

2. War to Escape Poverty or Poverty as the Result of War?
Alternatives to Public DiSCOUISE .......cccoeverererrinieenieenieenieenreenecnreecnnenens 164

3. But Who Are “the Poor”? Warnings against Conceptual Confusion

1N ATISTOPNANES” PIULUS ...ttt 171
4. Final Remarks: The Use and Abuse of Poverty

N ASSEMDLY SPEECRES ....cveviiiiiiiiiiee e 182
Chapter Five )
KALOS KAI PENES: The Rhetoric of Good Poverty.............c..ccooeurennnne. 185
1. A Law against Idleness? The Nomos Argias ......c..cceceeeevecenvecueneerenneens 185
2. Active Poverty versus Inactive Wealth in Court Speeches.............ccce........ 194
3. Poor Liturgists: The Rhetoric of Poverty in Action............ccceceeeeeveeeenennnen. 208
4. "Efog dikaiov mdotv avOpomoig: Assessing Poverty for a Fair Verdict....... 214
5. Real Poor and False Poor in Inheritance Litigation .........c..cccceeceevenieniennen. 218
6. Final Remarks: Radicalised Views of Poverty in Court Speeches.............. 225
CONCIUSIONS ........ooiiiiiieiiee ettt 227

1. Emotions, Radicalised Emotions and Stereotypes

about Poverty in Public DiSCOUISE ........cccuvrviierieiiieiiecieeieeeee e 227
2. Economic, Social and Moral Perceptions of Poverty........c.cccecvevveeieennene 230
3. Why a Public Discourse on Poverty in Democratic Athens? ...................... 232
BibHOZIaPNY ..o 237
General INAEX.....co.eeiiriiiiiniieiee ettt 267

INAEX OF SOUICTES .ottt et e e et e et e e e e e aaneeas 273



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book is a revised version of my PhD thesis, which I submitted and defended at
the Ruprecht-Karls-Universitdt Heidelberg in 2012 under the title “Poverty and
Beggary in Ancient Greece (800-330 B.C.): Perception, Identity and Social
Reality.” The manuscript was submitted to the editors of Historia Einzelschriften in
2014. Only select titles published in the course of 2014 could still be included in
this book.

My PhD research was carried out in the context of a joint PhD advising pro-
gramme (cotutelle de these) between the University of Heidelberg and the University
of Trento, which has allowed me to benefit from the academic environment of both
universities. I am particularly grateful to Prof. Maurizio Giangiulio (Trento) and
Prof. Kai Trampedach (Heidelberg) for supervising my work, carefully reading and
commenting on the several drafts and encouraging me to present the results of my
research at seminars and workshops held in Heidelberg and Trento.

The original idea for a PhD topic about poverty in classical Athens came to me
during my Master’s studies at the University of Oxford in 2007/8; I am particularly
grateful to Prof. Robert Parker for guiding me and stimulating my interest in the
study of Athenian social and political history. I am indebted to Prof. Maurizio
Giangiulio and Prof. Kai Trampedach helping me to transform this interest into a
PhD project. Thanks are also due to all current and former members of the depart-
ments of Heidelberg and Trento, in particular Prof. Christian Witschel, Prof.
Sebastian Schmidt-Hofner, Dr. Francisca Feraudi-Gruénais, Dr. Norbert Kramer,
Dr. des. Irene Berti (Heidelberg), Prof. Elvira Migliario, and Prof. Anselmo Baroni
(Trento). I wish to express my sincere gratitude to Prof. Marietta Horster (Johannes
Gutenberg Universitdt Mainz) for her valuable comments on the last draft of the
manuscript and for allowing me to intensively work on it for its publication. I owe
much to Dr. Filippo Carla (since September 2014 a lecturer in the Classics depart-
ment of the University of Exeter) for his insights on my work and regular scholarly
exchange. | am grateful to John Noel Dillon for his careful reading and useful com-
ments. My colleagues at the Johannes Gutenberg Universitdt Mainz, where I cur-
rently work, have contributed to create an enjoyable and stimulating work environ-
ment: in particular I would like to thank Dr. Andreas Goltz, Jr. Prof. Marion
Gindhart, Christoph Begass and Dr. Alexandra Eppinger.

My PhD research was supported financially by the University of Trento, which
awarded me a PhD scholarship from the Italian Ministry of Education and Research.
The Heidelberg Graduate Academy made the final steps of my PhD thesis possible
by awarding me a PhD completion grant. | am also grateful to the Gerda Henkel
Stiftung for granting me funding for this project, accepting me into its academic
network and involving me in the various activities promoted by the Foundation.

I am immensely grateful to my friends and family — in particular Marta, Mario,
Francesca, Antoine and Paul — for their unstinting support throughout these years.



10 Acknowledgements

I send Samet my love (bitanem!) and gratitude for all our laughs together and his

help in the last phase of this work.
This book is dedicated to Marta and Mario, my parents, without whom I could

never have written it.

Lucia Cecchet
Mainz, November 2014



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS*

* The abbreviations listed below refer to lexica, dictionaries and collections of fragments and in-
scriptions. Scholarly journals in this book are cited according to the abbreviation system of L’ Année
philologique. Abbreviations of ancient authors’ names and works follow those used in the Oxford
Classical Dictionary (OCD?) and Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon (Liddell-Scott®).

Agora XIX:

Austin:
BNP:

Carey:
Chantraine:

DK:
Ebeling:
Edmonds:
EGF:
EM:

Et. Gen.:

Et. Gud.:

FGH:

Frisk:
Gemoll:

1G:
Kaibel:

Kannicht (K):

Kock:
LfgrE:

Liddell-Scott:

LIMC:

ML:

G. V. Lalonde, M. K. Langdon, M. B. Walbank, The Athenian Agora: results of the
excavations conducted by the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, XIX:
Inscriptions: horoi, poletai records, leases of public lands. Princeton: Institute for
Advanced Study 1991.

C. Austin, Nova fragmenta Euripidea in papyris reperta. Berlin: De Gruyter 1968.
Brill’s New Pauly. Antiquity volumes edited by H. Cancik, H. Schneider. Brill
Online 2006-

C. Carey, Lysiae orationes cum fragmentis. Oxford: Oxford University Press 2007.
P. Chantraine, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque: Histoire des mots.
Paris: Klincksieck 1980.

H: Diels, W. Kranz (eds.), Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker. 6th ed. Berlin:
Weidmann 1951-52.

H. Ebeling, Lexicon Homericum. Hildesheim: Olms 1963 [1885].

J.M. Edmonds, The fragments of Attic comedy. Vols. 2. Leiden: Brill 1957-59.

M. Davies, Epicorum Graecorum fragmenta. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht
1988.

T. Gaisford, Etymologicum Magnum. Amsterdam: Hakkert 1967 [1848].

F. Lasserre, N. Livadaras, Etymologicum Magnum Genuinum. Symeonis etymologi-
cum una cum magna grammatica. Etymologicum magnum auctum (Gvapincic—
Bmtopeg). Vol. 2. Athens: Parnassos Literary Society 1992.

F.W. Sturz, Etymologicum Graecae linguae Gudianum et alia grammaticorum
scripta e codicibus manuscriptis nunc primum edita ((gidopoc—aopar). Hildesheim:
Olms 1973 [1818].

F. Jacoby (ed.), Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker. Leiden: Brill 1954—69
[1923-1958].

H. Frisk, Griechisches etymologisches Worterbuch. Heidelberg: Winter 1960—72.
W. Gemoll, K. Vretska, Griechisch-deutsches Schul- und Handwdrterbuch. 10th
Ed. Miinchen: Oldenbourg 2011 [1954].

Inscriptiones Graecae. Berlin: De Gruyter 1873-

G. Kaibel, Comicorum Graecorum fragmenta. Vol. 1.1. Berlin: Weidmann 1899.
R. Kannicht, Tragicorum Graecorum fragmenta. Gottingen: Vanden-hoeck &
Ruprecht 2004.

Th. Kock, Comicorum Atticorum fragmenta. Leipzig: Teubner 1888.

B. Snell, Lexikon des friihgriechischen Epos. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht
1982-2010.

H.G. Liddell, R. Scott, H.S. Jones (eds.), 4 Greek-English lexicon. With a revised
supplement. 9th ed. Oxford: Clarendon Press 1996 [1940].

Lexicon iconographicum mythologiae classicae. (Published by the Foundation for
the Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, director H.C. Ackermann).
Ziirich: Artemis Verlag 1981-1999.

R. Meiggs, D. Lewis (eds.). 4 selection of Greek historical inscriptions to the end
of the fifith century B. C. 4th ed. Oxford: Clarendon Press 2000.



12

Montanari:
Miiller:
Nauck (N):

Pape-Bensler:

PMG:
RE:

SEG:
Suda:
Syll.3:
Tod:
West:

Wimmer:

List of Abbreviations

F. Montanari, Vocabolario della lingua greca. Torino: Loescher 1955.

K. Miiller, Fragmenta historicorum Graecorum. Paris: Didot 1841-1870.

A. Nauck, Tragicorum Graecorum fragmenta. Hildesheim: Olms 1964 [1889].

M. Pape, E. Bensler, Worterbuch der griechischen Eigennamen. Braunschweig:
Vieweg 1911.

D.L. Page, Poetae melici Graeci. Oxford: Clarendon Press 1967 [1962].

A.F. von Pauly, G. Wissowa, W. Kroll (eds.), Realenzyklopddie der classischen
Altertumswissenschafi. Stuttgart: Metzler 1894-1978.

Supplementum epigraphicum Graecum. Leiden: Brill 1923-.

A. Adler, Suidae lexicon. 4 vols. Leipzig: Teubner 1971 [1928-35].

W. Dittenberger (ed.), Sylloge inscriptionum Graecarum. 4 vols. 3rd ed. Leipzig:
Hirzel 1915-24.

M.N. Tod, 4 selection of Greek historical inscriptions. 2 vols. 2nd ed. Oxford:
Clarendon Press 1946—48.

M. L. West, Greek Epic fragments from the seventh to the fifth centuries BC. Loeb
Classical Library. Cambridge: Harvard University Press 2003.

F. Wimmer, Theophrasti Eresii opera, quae supersunt, omnia. Paris: Didot 1866.



INTRODUCTION

1. THE DEBATE OVER THE DEFINITION OF POVERTY IN
THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

Absolute versus Relative Approach

Scholars of classical Athens have paid little attention to what Athenian society un-
derstood as poverty, the attitudes it promoted towards the destitute and the sensitiv-
ity it expressed toward destitution and poverty. These aspects have not been ig-
nored, but they have traditionally appeared on the margins of studies of attitudes
toward work! and leisure? and philosophical thought on the ideal state and society.?
In the introduction to his volume Poverty in the Roman World (2006), Osborne ar-
gues that a public discourse of poverty never emerged in classical Athens, just as it
failed to do so in Republican Rome, while a public discourse of wealth existed both
in Athens and in Rome.* Yet, frequent recourse to representations of poverty in
Athenian drama and arguments based on poverty in public and private oratory in
the fourth century testifies to ongoing debate, public sensitivity, and collective im-
aginary of poverty and destitution. Last but not least, it reveals clear awareness of
the rhetorical and persuasive power that arguments based on poverty had before the
Athenian audience. The aim of this book is to explore the public debate on poverty,
of which our sources give us several glimpses, and to investigate how arguments
about poverty and representations of it were used in the context of public commu-
nication from the eve of the Peloponnesian War to the rise of Macedonia in the
mid-fourth century.

It is evident that a work that seeks to reconstruct the main lines of this debate
cannot overlook the question of what poverty was in classical Athens. Osborne
points precisely to the need to adopt a twofold approach to the study of poverty in
the ancient world, namely by combining research on quantitative data with consid-
eration of ancient perceptions and discourses of poverty: he rightly stresses the
importance of distinguishing between “poverty as image” and “poverty as reality”
and of analysing and linking both.’> Thus far, historians investigating poverty in
classical Athenian society have focused mainly on the reality of poverty. They have

1 Glotz (1926); Vernant (1965); Mossé (1966); Bodei Giglioni (1974) Descat (1986); Engels
(1989).

2 Balme (1984); Carter (1986).

3 The literature on Greek utopian thought is vast; I limit myself to citing Braunert (1969);
Ferguson (1975); Bertelli (1976); Dawson (1992); Garnsey (2007); Bichler-Rollinger (2007)
and (2008).

4 Osborne (2006) 15.

5 Osborne (2006) 4. On p. 3 he notes: “those who, like Bolkestein, Hands and Brown, interest
themselves in attitudes to the poor tend to look only superficially at what it was actually to be
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primarily pursued quantitative questions, such as subsistence-level income, the
threshold for contributing to liturgies and taxation (hence, membership in the cate-
gory of the wealthy), the distribution of wealth and land among citizens and the
feasibility of basing quantitative arguments on literary and archaeological evi-
dence.® Investigating these questions is important, but faces severe limitations. In
regard to standards of living, remains of the private houses and workshops of crafts-
men (often in the same buildings) have been found on the Athenian Agora,’” but
these tell us very little about the life of ordinary Athenians (presuming that the
people living in these building were Athenians). Funerary practices are equally am-
biguous, with respect both to demographic trends — as Morris has shown® — and
wealth distribution, because the ordinary citizens were buried in common graves
(so-called secondary burials, an example of which is the Démosion Séma in Athens),
and funerary stelae were usually erected by people of modest and conspicuous
wealth.

Estimations of land distribution based on archaeological and literary evidence
suggest that circa ten percent of Athenian citizens owned two thirds of the land in
the fourth century.” But that does not entail that landless Athenians were poor.
Citizens worked in crafts and trades alongside metics and slaves, but we cannot say
how many did so, nor can we form a clear picture of the distribution of wealth de-
rived from trade and craftsmanship among citizens. We also must be wary of esti-
mates of how much a landless worker had to earn on a daily basis to make a living,
because we lack comprehensive information on the cost of living for the entire
classical period.' Models projecting the number of poor persons among the
Athenian citizen body have been attempted predominantly for specific time-frames
during the classical period, above all the last three decades of the fourth century.!!

The exploration of these aspects is indeed essential to our understanding of
Athenian society. Leaving aside the methodological difficulties posed by the evi-
dence, however, one must also acknowledge that quantitative parameters can an-
swer only one side of the question. Knowing how many Athenians fell below the

poor, while those who, like Prell and Patlagean, interest themselves in the actual conditions of
the poor pay little attention to ideas about the poor.”

6 Davies (1971) and (1981); Osborne (1992); Foxhall (1992) and (2002); Kron (2011) and most
recently, but limited to the age of Lycurgus, Van Wees (2011).

7 For workshops and private houses located in the same buildings, see Bettalli (1985) 29-42. On
the urban spaces of the poor in Greek cities, see Ault (2005) 140-159; Werlings (2014) 67-81;
Rougier-Blanc (2014) 105-135. For recent discussion of the question of the “visibility of the
lower classes” in the archaeological record, see Pollini-Esposito (2013) 117-134.

8 On the problematic relationship between burial patterns, demographics and social structure, see
Morris (1987) and (1992).

9 Osborne (1992) 24: 7.5% owned ca. 30 %; Foxhall (1992) 157-158: 9% owned 35 % and con-
trolled a further 10% by leasing; Van Wees (2011) 95-114: 4-7% (the wealthy) owned 27—
43 %, and 25 % (the poor) owned 1-2 %. Kron (2011) 135: 1-10% owned 31-60 %. See chap-
ter 3 “Political stability and the distribution of wealth” with n. 109, 110, 111, 112, 113.

10  See the objections of Akrigg (2007) contra Loomis (1998).
11 The most recent such study is Van Wees (2011) 95-114 for Athens during the last three decades
of the fourth century. Cf. Kron (2011) 129-138.
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level of subsistence tells us nothing about the categories of people described as poor
in public discourse. The question indeed assumes an entirely different dimension if
we acknowledge that what the sources describe as poverty is not merely a question
of quantity, that is, not just a status linked to income level, buying power, eating
habits and life expectancy. The concept of poverty is much more complex and
deeply embedded in value systems and social relations.

A complex perspective on poverty has emerged from scholarly debate in the
social sciences. Scholars of anthropology, sociology and, specifically, development
studies have long discussed the problem of defining poverty. The vast debate that
the question has generated — and continues to generate — has, among other results,
led to a constant re-evaluation of the criteria on which assessments of poverty
should be based. Many of the theoretical aspects that anthropologists highlight for
modern societies can give ancient historians valuable guidance in determining the
direction their own research on poverty in the ancient world should take. A brief
overview of the anthropological debate will serve as a good starting point for dis-
cussing the methodology employed in this book.

Interest in the study of poverty was first aroused in the context of social riots in
England towards the end of the nineteenth century. Booth conducted a thorough
study of the socio-economic composition of the lower strata of the East End of
London (The Life and Labour of the People in London, 1902), attempting to deter-
mine the percentage of poor people among them. He categorised the inhabitants
into eight classes using an empirical method based on interviews and the inspection
of workplaces and private houses. He then produced maps in which poverty was
documented quantitatively street by street. His survey was premised on the assump-
tion that poverty could be defined by quantitative parameters such as income, food
consumption and household expenditure. The same assumption was made in an-
other work that brought greater attention to the problem and became the focus of
debate for decades to come, namely, Rowntree’s first study of the population of
York (Poverty: A Study of Town Life, 1901). Rowntree notably distinguished be-
tween what he called “primary poverty” and “secondary poverty.” Primary poverty
is the condition of those whose earnings are not sufficient to obtain basic necessi-
ties, while secondary poverty is the state of those who can meet basic needs, but
cannot afford any further expenditure.'?> The importance of this study, beyond its
fundamental distinction between two types of poverty, is the fact that Rowntree
established well-defined criteria for determining the threshold of primary poverty.

Booth’s and Rowntree’s studies laid the theoretical foundation for the liberal
reforms that helped to establish the English welfare state. Besides providing em-
pirical tools for the definition of poverty, their works proved to be a turning point
for the perception of poverty in society at large. They showed on an empirical and
practical basis that poverty was not a condition caused by individual fault — a firmly

12 Rowntree revised his criteria in his second survey of poverty in York, beginning in 1935,
mainly in the light of the fact that the establishment of the welfare state in England had consid-
erably improved the conditions of the poor and had raised the poverty threshold to reflect
higher standards. Rowntree did not, however, change his method of calculating poverty. See
Rowntree (1941).



16 Introduction

rooted belief among the middle and upper classes of Europe, particularly in
Protestant countries — but that it was rather a consequence of low income and other
obstacles to reaching an adequate standard of living. Sickness and unemployment
insurance and state pensions were introduced in the years 1906—12. In the following
three decades, both scholars and politicians agreed that poverty had significantly
been reduced, and no substantial progress in the study of poverty was made.

New interest in the question arose in the 1950s in Britain and the United States.
Among the sociologists, Townsend was one of the first to reconsider Rowntree’s
criteria, concluding that they were largely arbitrary, especially Rowntree’s distinc-
tions between necessary and non-necessary goods,!3 and that a new method was
needed. He drew attention to the fact that the spending habits of the poor are af-
fected by the conventions of membership in their community and argued that these
conventions must be taken into consideration in the study of poverty.'* A few years
later, in 1962, he returned to the question with a more innovative perspective.
Observing that post-war policies to reduce poverty — combined with the economic
boom of the 1960s — had led to the erroneous belief that poverty had been elimi-
nated, he argued that this mistaken belief rested on false methodological assump-
tions about the quantitative aspects of poverty. He argued that “both ‘poverty’ and
‘subsistence’ are relative concepts and (...) they can only be defined in relation to
the material and emotional resources available at a particular time to the members
either of a particular society or different societies.”!> In his view, establishing a
scale of nutritional needs and assessing the extent to which individual households
match it cannot per se indicate poverty. For the first time, the important point was
made that “poverty is a dynamic, not a static concept”'® and that its variations de-
pend not only on quantitative parameters but also on the predominant system of
relations, values, and behavioural patterns of a given society. Townsend therefore
came to formulate his concept of “relative deprivation,” which profoundly influ-
enced studies of poverty in the following decades.!” In Townsend’s view, the con-
cept of poverty constantly changes according to the obligations that society im-
poses. Part of one’s individual needs arise in response to these obligations.
Townsend’s conclusion was that “individuals and families whose resources, over
time, fall seriously short of the resources commanded by the average individual or
family in the community in which they live (...) are in poverty.”'® Thus, he defined

13 Townsend (1954) 131f.

14  Townsend (1954) 133. In his view, it would have been more correct to collect overall data on
food consumption and expenditure, grouped according to household size and income, and then
to compare them to a scale of nutritional needs. This view differs from the previous one in that
it derives quantitative criteria from an average derived from a large number of working-class
households and therefore reduces the risk of abstract conceptualisation. Nonetheless, the quan-
titative criterion was still regarded as the chief standard for defining and analysing poverty.

15 Townsend (1962) 219.

16 Ibid.

17 Relative deprivation was not invented by Townsend. The term was originally introduced in
1949 in the first volume of The American soldier, a study of the American army during World
War II conducted by Stouffer et al.; see Runciman (1966) 10 with n.1.

18 Townsend (1962) 225.
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poverty as a relative condition, namely a state of deviation (toward a lower stand-
ard) from the average standard at which individuals of a given society live.! A poor
person, in other words, is someone who lacks goods that society considers funda-
mental and necessary. It is clear that we have here an assessment of poverty that
varies both according to the degree of general prosperity and according to the type
of culture of a given society.

Townsend, however, did not push his view into total relativism, and he did not
advocate the complete rejection of quantitative parameters. He rather developed an
assessment model that took into account a wide range of factors and their complex
interaction.?’ His theory had the merit of highlighting the multifaceted character of
poverty as a concept and, in practical terms, of pushing its study far beyond the
mere quantification of poverty. Thereafter, two antagonising models became sub-
jects of discussion in the 1960s: the absolute and the relative model. Both models
presented difficulties: the main fault of the absolute standard — as criticised by
Townsend — was the impossibility of finding clear-cut criteria for defining poverty.
In contrast, the relative model described poverty as “deviation from social and eco-
nomic norms,”?! with the effect that it included economic statuses well above the
subsistence line. As a matter of fact, in a wealthy society people lacking none of the
basic necessities, but who simply fall below a remarkably high average level of
welfare, might well be perceived and referred to as poor.

As is apparent, the idea of the relative nature of poverty intimately associates it
with social concepts, in particular those of social class and status groups. In 1966
Runciman made an important contribution to this debate with Relative Deprivation
and Social Justice, in which he stressed that the concept of relative deprivation si-
multaneously implies the existence of a “reference group,” a fact that had only im-
plicitly been suggested in Townsend’s argument that the perception of poverty de-
pends on parameters sanctioned by society. It is clear that individuals who meet
these parameters must act as a point of reference. Thus Runciman argued that the
concept of relative deprivation involves “a comparison with the imagined situation
of some other person or group.” This other person or group acts as a “comparative
reference group.”?? This refinement of the relative deprivation approach proved to
be fundamental, although Runciman did not explore in detail how the nature of a

19 With regard to primary needs listed as necessities, Townsend recalled Adam Smith’s definition:
“By necessaries I understand, not only the commodities which are indispensably necessary for
the support of life, but whatever the custom of the country renders it indecent for creditable
people, even of the lowest order, to be without.” The quotation, from Townsend (1962) 219, is
taken from Smith (1991 [1776]).

20 Thus Townsend notes that the nutritional intake necessary to maintain physical efficiency var-
ies according to age, gender, climate and geographical region. He argues that psychological
well-being should also be considered a feature that distinguishes upper- and middle-class indi-
viduals from the poor. Furthermore, living standards should be compared to those a society had
experienced in the past in order to detect possible fluctuations (Townsend 1962, 218-227;
1979, 31-60).

21  Mencher (1967) 7.

22  Runciman (1966) 11 derived the concept of the “reference group” from Hyman (1942).
Runciman notes that a reference group can also be used in a normative rather than a compara-
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group (cultural, economic or ethnic) affects its role as a “reference” for the indi-
vidual.

By the late 1960s, the scientific community seemed to have fully acknowledged
the superiority of the relative over the absolute approach. Townsend’s 1970 collec-
tion of essays The Concept of Poverty furnished further, extremely thorough argu-
ments for rejecting approaches to estimating poverty based on positivist criteria.?3

New Approaches from the 1980s to the 2000s

Despite the success of the relative approach, however, the absolute — or, as it would
later be called, the biological — approach had not been, nor would be, abandoned. In
1981 a turning point was made by the future Nobel Prize-winning economist
Amartya Sen. In Poverty and Famine: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation,
Sen helped to rehabilitate some aspects of the absolute approach. He argued that
“relative deprivation is essentially incomplete as an approach to poverty, and sup-
plements (but cannot supplant) the earlier approach of absolute dispossession. The
much maligned biological approach, which deserves substantial reformulation but
not rejection, relates to this irreducible core of absolute deprivation, keeping issues
of starvation and hunger at the centre of the concept of poverty.”?* The fundamental
flaw of the relative deprivation model, according to Sen, was confusion of the con-
cept of inequality with that of poverty. He argued that, although closely related, the
two concepts should be regarded as distinct.> Sen’s approach, while partly reha-
bilitating the absolute standard, also introduced several innovations. Sen in fact

tive sense; namely, it can refer to the group from which the standards of comparison are derived
and to which individuals drawing the comparison belong (1966, 11-13).

23 In his introduction to the volume, Townsend (1970) 2 highlights the necessity of studying the
mode of social stratification and distribution of wealth in a given social context. Four years
later, he explored this research proposal further in his introduction to the volume Poverty,
Inequality and Class Structure, edited by Wedderburn (1974). The contributions to this volume
focus on political and social exclusion with the aim of clarifying to what extent poverty and
inequality overlap. The editor notes that the several contributions leave “unanswered the ques-
tion whether poverty is a meaningful sociological concept as distinct from social inequality”
(Wedderburn 1974, 10). Townsend’s own answer is clear: “Inequality is not poverty. Even if we
succeed in identifying and measuring inequalities in the distribution of resources those in the
lowest quintile or decile, say, are not necessarily poor” (1974, 33).

24 Sen (1981) 22.

25 Sen argues that one should further distinguish between poverty as a concept and “the poor” as
a category. With regard to the latter, he stresses the necessity of differentiating individual situ-
ations according to the causes and the economic and social dynamics that had brought about a
state of poverty: “A small peasant and a landless labourer may both be poor, but their fortunes
are not tied together. In understanding the proneness to starvation of either we have to view
them not as members of the huge ‘army of the poor’, but as members of particular classes, be-
longing to particular occupation groups, having different ownership endowments, and being
governed by rather different entitlement relations. Classifying the population into the rich and
the poor may serve some purpose in some context, but it is far too indiscriminating to be help-
ful in analysing starvation, famines, or even poverty” (1981, 156).
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recognised the weakness of interpretations based on monetary standards and the
inadequacy of income. In particular he stressed the necessity of differentiating be-
tween income inequality and economic inequality, each of which tells us different
things about poverty.?® Low income does not necessarily entail poverty and, by
contrast, a relatively high income in a wealthy society might still result in the exclu-
sion of an individual from social life.?’ In several contributions, Sen developed a
new model that focussed on the capability of individuals to achieve a fulfilling life.
The so-called capability approach he developed is a significant improvement on the
absolute approach, since it recognises a variety of factors beyond those that are
monetary and related to consumption. However, Sen’s model does not entirely es-
cape the risk of subjectivity in assessing the basic capabilities necessary for a val-
ued life and establishing its features.

The scope of poverty research broadened further under the influence of the new
epistemological and methodological elements introduced by Bourdieu’s studies of
capital. Bourdieu’s threefold distinction between economic, cultural and social cap-
ital — to which he later added a fourth category, namely, symbolic capital — ulti-
mately supported the claim that neither poverty nor wealth can be described in
purely economic terms.”® A person who lacks financial means but relies on a good
network of friends might not be perceived and described as poor, and, furthermore,
might avoid many financial difficulties by utilising the social and human capital he
possesses.

In the 1990s several attempts were made to draw up a list of universally valid
basic capabilities so that a definition of poverty could be reached. Nussbaum (2000)
proposed a list that included good life expectancy, good health, reproductive free-
dom, thought informed by education, emotional/social life, the possibility of plan-
ning, protection against discrimination, sharing life with other species, play and
control of political choice and of property.?’ Some, however, doubted the universal
and objective character of these requirements. Thus, Ruggeri Laderchi (2003) de-
scribed Nussbaum’s list as a late twentieth-century, western conception of the good
life. In more general terms, she emphasised the difficulty of translating capabilities
into something measurable.?? The capability approach indeed focuses on outcomes
(the characteristics of the life of non-poor) and not on the mechanisms that prevent
or favour the realisation of such standards of living. In order to measure the factors
that make these standards possible, one has to focus on quantitative data; hence, the
capability approach becomes nearly indistinguishable from the absolute approach.’!

A new perspective on the model of relative deprivation emerged from the
scholarly debate of the 1990s and early 2000s. This model was based on the concept
of social exclusion, which is the condition in which an individual cannot take part

26 Sen (2000 [1992]) 211-215.

27 Sen (2000 [1992]) 214.

28 On cultural and social capital (as distinct from economic capital), see Bourdieu (1986) 241—
258; on symbolic capital, see Bourdieu (1994).

29 Nussbaum (2000).

30 Ruggeri Laderchi ez al. (2003) 254-255.

31 Ruggeri Laderchi ez al. (2003) 255-257.
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in what are considered normal activities in the society in which he lives. It is appar-
ent that such an approach privileges a social/relational perspective on poverty; it
focuses primarily on groups subject to social marginalisation, and it explores the
dynamics of this process.3? This approach has been promoted and utilised particu-
larly in the context of implementing antidiscrimination policies in the EU and by
international cooperative programmes. However, it is open to the objection that
social marginalisation is not always a consequence of the economic aspect of pov-
erty, since individuals can also be marginalised for political, ethnic, religious and
sexual reasons. In an article titled “Representing Poverty and Attacking
Representations” (2006), Green observes that representations of poverty are closely
connected to the political explanations given for its causes and to the proposed
strategies to reduce it.>3 Representations have changed in the international develop-
ment policies of the last twenty years, but they have not displaced the old models.
Green notes that quantitative methodologies — above all those based on income —
were still adopted in the report on development issued by the World Bank in 1990,
while the 2001 report regarded poverty as the result of the complex interaction of
factors such as high mortality, low level of education, poor health and social and
political exclusion.’*

One last approach stemmed from debate over the last twenty years: the so-
called “participatory approach.” This approach also adopts the perspective of rela-
tive deprivation, since it presupposes the participation of the poor themselves in the
assessment of their condition and therefore entails comparison with a desired con-
dition of which they feel deprived — or comparison with a group/class that is per-
ceived as enjoying the desired condition. Needless to say, this model also suffers a
high risk of subjectivity on account of social conditioning and a significant lack of
information.

2. ATHENIAN DEMOCRACY AND THE CONCEPT
OF “ACTIVE POVERTY”

The Impact of the Sociological Debate on the Study of Poverty
in the Ancient World

The debate on methodology and approaches to the study of poverty generated in the
social sciences has not been overlooked by ancient historians.*® In particular, the
debate has contributed by raising awareness that poverty in the ancient world can-
not be studied as a material state independent of prevailing systems of social rela-

32 Ruggeri Laderchi et al. (2003) 258-260.

33 Green (2006) 1-37.

34  For relevant quotations from the two World Bank Reports, see Green (2006) 10.

35 Ruggeri Laderchi et al. (2003) 262.

36 In particular, scholars of the Roman world have discussed the correct methodology for studying
poverty in antiquity; see, for example, Prell (1997) 10-29; Morley (2006) 21-39; Scheidel
(2006) 40-59.
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tions, behaviours, legal norms and collective perceptions. Studies of wealth distri-
bution are fundamental to our understanding of poverty in the ancient world, but it
is largely clear today that determining a subsistence line in a given social and his-
torical context tells us no more about poverty in that society than it does about the
general shape of its economy. If we find how many individuals fell below the sub-
sistence line in ancient Athens, that will indeed give us a good picture of its econ-
omy and social structure, but that picture may not correspond to the ideas Athenians
held about poverty and the poor. Furthermore, since ideas about poverty played a
role in public discourse, as I hope to show in this book, and were frequently used as
arguments to influence political decisions, it is clear that the investigation of pov-
erty must include a much wider range of factors than merely quantitative parame-
ters.

Interestingly, awareness of the intrinsic difficulty of defining poverty sporadically
emerges in the Greek literary record. Above all, it is the subjective nature of judging
the quality of the living standards that is openly admitted: thus, Theognis of Megara
notes that “if anyone asks you how I live, reply to him as follows: ‘Poorly by good
standards, but quite well by poor standards’” (Thgn. 520-522, trans. D.E. Gerber).
Socrates, in Xenophon’s Memorabilia (4.2.37-38), asks Euthydemus to define the
démos, and, subsequently, the penétes. To Euthydemus’ response that the latter are
those who possess just the bare necessities of life, Socrates objects that there are peo-
ple who are satisfied with little and wealthy men who always strive for more. The
heart of the problem is identifying the necessities of life. Socrates rejects the univer-
sally accepted definition of penia by showing its subjective and relative nature. It is
thus clear that an investigation of the public discourse of poverty in classical Athens
requires an analysis of what the Athenians labelled poverty and the imaginary they
developed for the concepts of poverty and destitution. This will entail that we explore
how the concept of poverty was applied to categories that were not poor in economic
terms. The premise is to identify the characteristics of the reference group — that is, the
upper-class minority that authored our literary sources — and the aspects this group
considered proper to a decent and honourable life. Indeed, in the context of commu-
nicating with large audiences, such as those in the Assembly or theatre, the reference
group had to find a “middle ground”;>” namely, it had to use images and concepts of
poverty that were shared by a majority of Athenians. We will see concrete examples
of this in the discussion of the evidence of drama in chapter 2.

Poverty in the Study of the Ancient Greek World

Prior to the ground-breaking work of Finley, The Ancient Economy (1973), ancient
historians tended to consider economic history and the social phenomena connected
to economic realities in isolation from one another. Despite the rigidity of Finley’s
primitivist approach, his work remains fundamental insofar as it adopted an anthro-
pological perspective to the study of the ancient economy. In Finley’s view, since

37 Ober (1989) 305-306.
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the economy was embedded in a system of personal relations in ancient societies,
in order to understand how it functioned historians must study the rules that gov-
erned social life in certain groups.® Finley’s perspective was strongly influenced by
Weber’s notion of the status group, a category that differs from Marx’s notion of
social class insofar as it defines communal groups not merely according economic
factors, but also in regard to their shared values, worldviews, life-styles and the
social esteem accorded them by others.>® Applying the concept of the status group
to the study of the ancient society opened up a more complex perspective on social
relations and led to a better understanding of how they functioned: individuals tend
to follow the norms that their own status group or the leading status group in their
society recognise as valid. Interestingly, this can also occur between individuals
who belong to different economic and social strata: the same worldviews and val-
ues can be shared by individuals of different economic and social standing, who
nonetheless strive to make their behaviours and beliefs conform to those promoted
by the status group with which they identify.

Finley, however, neither devoted special attention to the poor nor identified
poverty in the ancient world as a promising subject of study. Proper interest in atti-
tudes toward and perceptions of poverty arose among ancient historians from the
1970s onwards, in part in response to the new research directions pioneered by the
nouvelle histoire approach to the Middle Ages, developed by the third generation of
historians of the Annales School.*° The third generation had a stronger influence on
classical studies than the first two: these scholars focused on the so-called histoire
des mentalités, namely, the images of certain subjects that past societies developed.
The exploration of representations — both in literary sources and in iconographies
— was one of the preferred means with which scholars attempted to reconstruct an-
cient social and collective images.*!

Patlagean makes a fundamental point specifically about images of poverty in
antiquity in her work on poverty in Byzantium. She argues that historians dealing
with literary sources must distinguish as a methodological premise between “mate-
rial poverty” and “social poverty.” The former concerns economic conditions; the

38 This approach contrasts dramatically with Rostovtzeff’s modernist view that the ancient econ-
omy could be studied according to the rules that governed modern capitalistic society, the only
difference being that the scale and level of production in the ancient world were much smaller.
What interests us here is that, among other innovative ideas, Finley introduced the realisation
that economic phenomena not only have an impact on social and political structure, but are
themselves influenced by social customs and rules.

39  Weber (1946) 180-195. Over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, the Marxist approach contin-
ued to dominate research on the social and economic history of the ancient world; Vernant no-
tably dedicated a chapter of his book Mythe and Société en Greéce ancienne (1974) specifically
to “la lutte des classes.” Though less radical than P6hlmann (1984 [1925]) from an ideological
perspective, Oertel himself dedicated most of his work to the study of the soziale Frage and
Klassenkampf (for a collection of his papers, see Oertel 1975); and in 1982 De Ste Croix’ influ-
ential book The Class Struggle in the Ancient World was published.

40 For a discussion of this approach, see Patlagean’s paper on the history of imaginaries in Le Goff
(1990).

41 For criticism of this approach, see Burke (1997).
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latter relates to socially recognised status. Material poverty can be objectively de-
fined according to parameters such as property ownership, annual income, number
of family members and cost of living, but what political discourse describes as
poverty does not necessarily equate to low economic conditions. By contrast, she
defined “social poverty” as the condition determined by the common imaginary and
public ideology.*?

In the 1970s and 1980s, studies on the economic and social status of marginal
figures in the ancient world began to devote attention to the popular perception of
such figures and collective attitudes manifested towards them. It is neither neces-
sary nor possible to give an exhaustive list of the works produced on this subject
here: I will limit myself to citing a handful of significant contributions. A vast proj-
ect directed by Welskopf culminated in the publication of the seven volumes of the
Sozialtypen Begriffe.*? In addition to exploring the position and living standards of
each Sozialtyp, this project also undertook a systematic terminological analysis of
the social perception of different social categories. The Marxist approach based on
the identification of classes in economic terms was complemented by interest in the
analysis of the status and social recognition society accorded each of them.** In
1988, the proceedings of an international Symposion, held in Graz, on marginalised
figures in the ancient world were published in a volume edited by Weiler, Soziale
Randgruppen und Aufienseiter im Altertum (1988). The volume includes a broad
spectrum of studies of both the material conditions and social perception of subal-
tern groups, including the poor, the handicapped, women, foreigners and slaves.*
Anglo-Saxon research also explored the universe of values associated with wealth
and poverty: notably, Dover’s Greek popular morality appeared in 1974. Although
this work is not devoted specifically to the perception of wealth and poverty, a chap-
ter dedicated to the question of “status” contains an interesting subchapter on the
subject. 40

Since the late 1990s, there has been growing interest specifically in poverty in
the Greek East and in the Roman West. Megitt dedicates the first chapter of Paul,
Poverty and Survival (1998) to the question of defining the poor in the early impe-
rial age and contextualises the question of poverty in Paul’s thought. Holman’s The
Hungry are Dying (2001) examines the practice of Christian charity and the dis-
course of poverty in Roman Cappadocia; Brown’s Poverty and Leadership in the
Later Roman Empire (2002) studies how local élites constructed a political dis-
course of poverty and the poor to secure leadership and political power in the cities
of the later Roman Empire. Finn’s Almsgiving in the Later Roman Empire (2006)
explores the meaning, modes and promotion of Christian almsgiving toward the

42 Patlagean (1977) 9-35.

43 Welskopf (1981-82).

44 See, for example, the contributions of Dreizehnter (1981) and Rdossler (1981) to the third vol-
ume of Welskopf (1981-82).

45 For studies of the poor in the Greek world in the volume edited by Weiler, see Kloft (1988)
81-106; UIf (1988) 73—80; Wickert-Micknat (1988) 59-72.

46 Dover (1974) 109-112. By contrast, Herman (2006) does not address moral behaviours and
perception related to poverty.
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end of the Imperial period. The reasons for this interest are evident, if we consider
that, from the 1%t century AD on, Christianity had an enormous impact on the per-
ception of poverty and attitudes toward the poor. Nonetheless, the impact of
Christianity has also somewhat limited scholarly interest in attitudes toward pov-
erty in the pre-Christian period.

In part, this limited interested is due to the belief — still dominant among histo-
rians — that the pagan world never developed any particular interest in or ethical
thought about the poor. One of the first works to disseminate this idea was
Bolkestein’s 1939 study of social assistance to the poor in the pre-Christian world:
among Bolkestein’s conclusions, the most fundamental was that neither Greek reli-
gion nor, more generally, Greek ethical, political and philosophical thought ac-
knowledged the moral obligation of helping the poor and the needy. By contrast,
this obligation was promoted in oriental religions, above all in Judaism and the
Egyptian religion, before it later became one of the precepts of Christianity.
Bolkestein makes a strong case for concluding that neither charity nor almsgiving
featured in the Greek and Roman universe of values.*’” Nonetheless, he tends to
downplay much of the evidence for these practices in archaic and classical Greek
sources. Although his conclusions did not preclude further studies of almsgiving in
ancient pre-Christian society, they still exerted a strong influence on the starting
premises of subsequent work. Thus Hands’ 1968 book Charities and Social Aid in
the Ancient World explored the practice of giving to the poor in a social and cultural
universe in which Hands explicitly acknowledged there was no prescription or
moral obligation for solidarity. For a long time such views helped to relegate the
study of attitudes toward poverty in antiquity almost exclusively to Late Antiquity
and the Byzantine world.

Recently, however, new efforts have been made to explore assistance to the
poor in the pagan world. In the context of the research project “Fremdheit und
Armut: Wandel von Inklusions- und Exklusionsformen von der Antike bis zur
Gegenwart” (SFB 600) at the University of Trier, a volume on Armut — Perspektiven
in Kunst und Gesellschaft was published in 2011. In addition to a catalogue of the
2011 exhibition on poverty held at the Stadtmuseum Simeonstift and at the
Rheinisches Landesmuseum in Trier, the volume also contains several scholarly
essays that attest to a renewed interest in assistance to the poor in the pagan world.*?

While it is true that Christianity revolutionised the perception of poverty and
relations with the poor, the idea that poverty itself was first addressed in the context
of Christianity, and that only with the rise of Christianity did society develop an
imaginary of poverty, is erroneous. The classical Greek world suffered most from
this outlook, although some studies of the perception and discourse of poverty in
the Greek world have appeared: Desmond’s The Greek Praise of Poverty (2006)
aimed at showing that the valorisation of poverty promoted by Cynicism was not
entirely new in the late fourth century but was deeply rooted in earlier Greek phil-

47 Bolkestein (1939) 95-115.
48 See, for example, the contribution of Hermann Otto-Schéfer (2011). On giving to the poor in
the pagan world, see also Cecchet (2014) 157-179.
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osophical and ethical thought. Desmond is right; he focuses, however, almost ex-
clusively on the pre-Socratics, Plato and Xenophon, which raises the question of the
relationship of these sources to the broader Athenian public.*’ A recent collection of
essays devoted specifically to poverty in the Greek world edited by Galbois and
Rougier-Blanc, La pauvreté en Gréce ancienne: formes, représentations, enjeux
(2014), publishes the proceedings of a conference held in Lyon in 2011 on poverty
in the ancient Greece. In addition to papers focusing on the “identification” of the
poor and their position in different socio-political contexts, this volume also offers
useful material on the perception of poverty and ethical and philosophical reflec-
tions on the topic in the archaic and classical periods.>

Scholars have approached poverty specifically in classical Athens en passant
primarily with quantitative methods aiming to assess the consequences of economic
crisis (for example, after the Peloponnesian War)! or in studies of the social struc-
ture of classical Athens.’> The other side of the question, namely, the conceptuali-
sation and imaginary of poverty warrants much more research. I hope to show in
this book that a public discourse of poverty did exist in classical Athens. The aim of
the present work is to explore the underlying assumptions and characteristics of the
common imaginary of poverty and their use in public communication. I will anal-
yse how public speakers and actors utilised the repository of beliefs and assump-
tions about poverty and the poor before Athenian audiences gathered in the major
venues of public life. Before turning to the aims, contents and overall methodology
of this book, however, I will elucidate the concept of “active poverty” as it emerges
from Athenian sources.

Active Poverty as Good Poverty

As noted above, several attempts have been made to quantify wealth at Athens, the
most successful to date being Davies’ Wealth and the Power of Wealth in Classical
Athens. Davies defines membership in the liturgical class — that is, the proportion of
Athenian citizens able to perform public liturgies — as a criterion for regarding a
citizen as wealthy, and he assesses its lower threshold at about 3-talents worth of
property in the fourth century.’* We have no reliable evidence for the fifth century,
so he generally applies the same criterion to the earlier period as for the fourth cen-
tury, notwithstanding awareness that the Peloponnesian War must have caused sig-
nificant economic changes. Applying this criterion, Davies argues that the terms
euporoi and plousioi in classical Athenian sources designate — in their proper use

49  See Vlassopoulos (2006).

50 On the possibility of identifying the poor and their spaces in the Greek cities, see Werlings
(2014) 67-81; Rougier-Blanc (2014) 105-135 (also n. 7 above); on the philosophical and ethi-
cal reflection on poverty, see Orfanos (2014) 213-222; Pébarthe (2014) 223-236.

51 See, for example, Strauss (1986) 42-63.

52 For example, on wealth distribution, see Davies (1971) and (1981); Kron (2011); on social
structure and status in classical Athens, see now Kamen (2013).

53 Davies (1981) 30-31.
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— members of the liturgical class. He estimates their number at around 5% of the
overall citizen population. A further 1015 % of citizens were in all probability li-
able to pay the eisphora (for which an income of around 2,500 drachmae per year
was needed).>* This, however, gives us only a rough idea of the richest section of
the upper strata of Athenian society. Below the threshold of the liturgical class, and
below that of those liable to pay the eisphora, there was a highly diversified range
of economic and social statuses — ranging from small farmers who owned a couple
of slaves, to those who worked their own land alone (autourgoi), to the owners of
workshops, and to landless wage-labourers (whether in an urban or rural environ-
ment). The sources subsume all these diverse positions and categories under the
label hoi penétes, which is usually translated in modern languages as “the poor,”
although a more appropriate translation would be “those who work.”

It is obvious that not all people classified as penétes were living at the level of
subsistence, but we cannot say how many were at the bottom of the economic lad-
der. There is good reason, primarily having to do with the state of our evidence, why
we have no generally accepted definition of the threshold for subsistence in classi-
cal Athens. Markle once attempted to calculate the average cost of living and the
amount of money needed daily by a landless Athenian family in the fourth century.
After discussing the evidence for the prices of wheat and barley in the classical
period, he suggested that 4 obols per day were sufficient to sustain a family of four
in the late fifth and for a good part of the fourth century.’® According to his calcula-
tions, 2% obols per day were the minimum amount needed to buy the necessities of
life for four people.>® Markle’s arguments aimed to substantiate the idea that public
pay for jurors (3 obols per day) was sufficient to give a living to landless citizens
from the 420s down to 322, and thus that jury service still appealed to the poorest
citizens in the fourth century, in contrast to the theory of Jones.’” Markle’s discus-
sion, however, is vitiated by the unlikely assumption that the price of a medimnos
of wheat remained stable throughout the classical period, with the exception of
temporary fluctuations caused by war and famine.>® I will discuss the evidence for
salaries and payment for public services in the late fifth and fourth centuries in
chapter 3 of this book, with reference to the work of Loomis;>® for the moment, I
will merely note that any estimate of the cost of living, and hence an assessment of
the poverty threshold in the classical period, is severely hampered by the scarcity of

54 Davies (1971) xxiii—xxiv; (1981) 28; for arguments for a lower threshold for liability for the
eisphora, see Gabrielsen (1994) 45-53.

55 Markle (1985) Appendix 293-297, particularly 295 for the argument for 4 obols per day.

56 Markle, ibid. Isocrates (7.54) refers to crowds of citizens who, in his own day, gathered for the
annual selection of the 6,000 in the hope of thereby securing “the necessities of life.” Jury pay
in the fourth century was 3 obols per day.

57 Jones (1957) 35-37 and passim argued that the salary for jury service appealed to poor citizens
in the fifth century, but the stability of the pay at 3 obols during the fourth century and the nat-
ural inflation of the cost of living would have made 3 obols barely enough for a living in the
fourth century. Hence he argued that, in the fourth century, jurors were members of the middle
class and not in need of state pay to sustain themselves.

58 Markle (1985) 293; the weakness of this assumption was first pointed out by Todd (1990) 157.

59 Loomis (1998).
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sources. Historians can attempt a quantitative definition of poverty in classical
Athens only by allowing a large margin of error. At best, we can assume that a land-
less worker earning 3 obols per day in the fourth century would have struggled to
make a living and, in order to sustain his family, he would have needed all its mem-
bers to work, including women and children.®

The sources describe people who fall below the threshold of bare subsistence as
ptochoi, although this term is often used hyperbolically and is also applied to people
well above the subsistence line. The concept of ptdcheia in the literary record of
classical Athens matches that encountered in the Homeric epics and archaic poetry:
it indicates extreme poverty and, most importantly, utterly desperate poverty.5! At
the opposite end of the social ladder are the euporoi and plousioi, who can be iden-
tified in economic terms according to the aforementioned criteria proposed by
Davies. As noted above, the social and economic condition between these two ex-
tremes is far less visible on the level of terminology. Occasionally, metrioi is used
to indicate a socio-economic group: thus, for instance Demosthenes mentions the
metrioi and démotikoi as two groups in conflict with the euporoi and plousioi
(21.183: t@v petpiov tiva kol dnpotik®v). In Euripides’ Suppliants we find the
periphrasis “the category in between” (Supp. 244: 1| v pécwt) to indicate those who
are neither wealthy nor destitute. In the vast majority of cases we encounter periph-
rases such as “those who possess little,” which obviously leaves open any question
of quantity. Archaic sources employ the terms the “good” and “bad” with clear
moral connotations, and this morally charged terminology survives down to the
classical period and beyond.®?

It is clear that neither penia nor ptocheia gives a clear-cut definition of eco-
nomic status. Indeed, one might think that the use of penia and ptécheia in the
sources always refers to two degrees of poverty, differing on a quantitative scale.
This is true, but we should not lay too much emphasis on it: the word penétes is
used very broadly in reference to “those who work”; hence we hear of penétes who
have a house, fields, slaves and even a small workshop.®? Yet, in contrast, we also
hear of penétes who have lost everything in the war and had to work to restore their
financial standing.®* As is obvious, penétes cannot be defined as a social class in
economic terms. A more viable approach might be to regard them as a status group,

60 Indeed, the threshold of subsistence is likely to have varied considerably over the roughly 100
years from the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War until 322. At the time of the first Spartan
invasion of Attica, we know from Thucydides (2.13) that most of the rural population left the
countryside and moved into the city. This must have been a major blow to Athens’ social and
economic structure, and the subsequent Spartan occupation of Decelea rapidly led to major
problems with the grain supply from Euboea (Thuc. 7.19.1 and 7.27-28). For discussion, see
chapter 3 “The loss of the empire and the restructuring of the economy.”

61 See the transformation of Odysseus into a ptochos in Od.13.398 f.

62 For paradigmatic examples of moral terminology such as kakos/agathos, deilos/lampros, used
to distinguish between upper and lower strata in archaic sources, see Od. 15.324; Hes., Op.
214-215, Thgn. 524-526. For a collection of evidence for the classical period, see Dover
(1974) 109f.

63 This is the case with Chremylus in the opening verses of Aristophanes’ Plutus.

64 This is the case with Euetherus in Xenophon’s Memorabilia 2.8.1.
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namely as the part of the Athenian population that shared common characteristics,
values and lifestyle. But which characteristics and lifestyle?

When it came to constructing a political idea of poverty, the Athenians made
distinctions not so much in terms of quantity as in terms of quality. They distin-
guished between a good type of poverty — a kind of “noble poverty” — which I will
term “active poverty,” and a bad type, which I will call “inactive/passive poverty.”
The former is the state of an honest citizen who manages to make his living by
working and never resorts to parasitical behaviour or to criminality. This type cor-
responds to the model of the just citizen celebrated in the democratic discourse. The
latter kind is the poverty of those who are unable — or unwilling — to find a solution
to improve their condition and resort to the aid of others, whether fellow-citizens or
the polis. This qualitative distinction is reflected in part in the distinction between
penia and ptécheia, since in this dichotomy the notion of quantity is associated with
that of quality. A penés is generally regarded and depicted as an “active” poor per-
son, the ptéchos as “inactive,” idle and hence hopeless. In this distinction, it does
not matter so much whether the activity performed by the penés is financially prof-
itable (as in the case of merchants, traders or bankers) or merely provides subsist-
ence (as in the case of small farmers). Far more important is the proactive attitude
shown by the choice to make a living through work and not to resort to begging or
criminality. Indeed, agricultural work was celebrated in public discourse as the
ideal activity, while commerce and trades were regarded with contempt by the up-
per classes. Yet, both were practiced by individuals described in the sources as
penétes, individuals whose lifestyle was expected to differ from that of the leisured
upper strata, and who, in their political ideology, strongly identified with the princi-
ple of democratic rule. The Athenians were indeed well aware of the fact that
ptocheia could also be caused by catastrophes — war being the most obvious case.
But even in the event of war, it was the individual’s responsibility to seek a way out
of misfortune.®’

The idea of “active poverty” is first formulated as a legitimate state for citizens
in Pericles’ funeral oration of 431 (Thuc. 2.37f.), in which the main criterion for a
good citizen is the willingness and capability to contribute to the administration of
the state and not to be concerned only with one’s private affairs. A citizen who does
not partake in public life is useless. Musti interprets Pericles’ idea as a concept of
active citizenship (“concezione attivistica della cittadinanza),®® which illustrates
very well why poverty is regarded as shameful only when it is a sign of inactivity.
A good citizen is an active citizen; hence, to be poor is not bad per se, but not to do
anything to escape poverty is. Pericles’ words imply that inactive poverty, of which
begging is an example, is unacceptable because it excludes a citizen from the po-
litical community, making him useless. The precondition for political participation
is overcoming poverty to an acceptable level: polypragmosyné is a modus vivendi
that entails not only participating in public life, but also overcoming the obstacles
that prevent an individual from accessing public life. From this perspective, poverty

65 For perceptions of poverty specifically in Athens, see Rosivach (1991) 189-198.
66 Musti (1997) 103—104 and 114.



