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In 1967, Jakob Larsen published his study of
“Greek Federal States: their Institutions and Histo‐
ry”, hoping (he said) to “fill a real need” Jakob A.
O. Larsen, Greek Federal States: their Institutions
and History,  Oxford 1967,  p.  I.  by providing for
students of  ancient history a comprehensive ac‐
count of this enormously important, but also frus‐
tratingly elusive, form of governance. The volume
under review here has essentially the same aim;
indeed, its editors present their project as one in‐
tended to produce a ‘New Larsen’. But this is more
than simply an updated version of Larsen’s classic
work. There is, of course, much here which does
build on Larsen’s conclusions in the light of the
extensive new evidence which has emerged since
his  volume  appeared.  But  there  are  also  some
more fundamental differences in approach, visi‐
ble partly in the more explicitly theorised analy‐
ses which are visible in many of the chapters, but
above all in a move away from Larsen’s broadly
narrative, diachronic structure to one based pri‐
marily around geographic and thematic concerns.

The volume consists  of  29 chapters,  written
by an impressive cast of scholars. The three open‐
ing chapters set the scene. The editors’ introduc‐
tion establishes the book’s terms of reference, and
offers a helpful overview of the key issues (practi‐
cal and theoretical) involved in the study of Greek
federal states. One of these – perhaps indeed the
most  fundamental  –  is  the complex relationship
between  ethnicity  and  federalism,  a  problem

which Jonathan Hall explores in the second chap‐
ter.  Both  Hall  and  the  editors  (rightly)  resist  a
model in which a pre-established sense of ethnic
unity  provides  the  foundation  for  the  develop‐
ment  of  a  federal  state;  rather,  they  argue,  the
connection between these two concepts  is  more
dynamic:  a  sense  of  ethnic  identity  is  always
closely  entwined  with  federalism,  but  (as  Hall
concludes) “ethnicity was not simply a pre-requi‐
site  for  federalization,  but  rather  one  of  the
means by which it was accomplished” (p. 48). 

A chapter from Lynette Mitchell,  on Panhel‐
lenic  identity,  rounds  out  the  introduction,  and
leads  into  the  heart  of  the  volume:  19  self-con‐
tained studies of federal systems (or, in some cas‐
es,  groups  of  federal  systems)  from  the  Greek
world.  Each  chapter  provides  (in  proportions
which, naturally, vary according to the depth and
balance of evidence available in each case) a mix‐
ture of narrative discussion of the development of
the respective system(s), together with more sys‐
temic analysis of their political, economic and re‐
ligious institutions. The editors have been scrupu‐
lously fair in the amount of space allowed to each
chapter, which does mean that very well-attested
examples (the Boeotian Federation, most notably)
are not  explored in  extreme depth,  but  has  the
corresponding  advantage  of  allowing  for  thor‐
ough exploration of  less  well-known cases.  This
will  surely be one of this volume’s most helpful
contributions: providing a convenient, accessible



and reliable  first  point  of  reference  for  anyone
wanting to understand the nature of political (not
to mention economic, religious and social) organi‐
sation in a given region, especially for those areas
which are less well-served in modern scholarship.

This  section  of  the  volume,  therefore,  per‐
forms a useful service for those interested in par‐
ticular regions of the Greek world. But it also (un‐
surprisingly!) makes an important contribution to
the systematic study of federalism, not least by its
cumulative demonstration of  the great  diversity
among systems broadly defined as ‘federal’.  The
various studies reveal quite different approaches
to the quality and quantity of integration between
local and federal levels of governance, differences
which can sometimes be correlated with the ex‐
tent to which polis-style organisation is embedded
at the local level, but might also (as McInerney’s
chapter  on  Phokis  thoughtfully  explores)  owe
much to the geographic and topographic environ‐
ment in which federations operated. This sense of
diversity is perhaps enhanced by the collection’s
broad  scope  (as  noted,  it  offers  19  case-studies;
Larsen, for comparison, provided detailed analy‐
sis of 15 federations or groups of federations), and
particularly  by  the  editors’  decision  to  include
cases where the evidence for federalism is more
fragmentary or questionable: Elis and Messenia;
some regions of  central  Greece;  Kyrenaika.  It  is
these  marginal  cases,  in  fact,  which  generate
some  of  the  most  interesting  discussion  in  the
book  (certainly  for  readers  interested  in  wider
theoretical questions about the nature and limits
of federalism) precisely because they draw atten‐
tion  to  the  ways  in  which  federal  government
might, or might not, be distinguished from other
forms of inter-community collaboration or co-op‐
eration (McAuley’s exploration of the federalism –
or regionalism? – of Kyrenaika is especially illu‐
minating in this respect). 

The final  section of  the book returns to the
thematic  approach.  Two  chapters  discuss  other,
non-federal,  forms  of  interstate  organisation.

Here,  Smarczyk’s  investigation  of  late  Classical
and  Hellenistic  leagues  is  particularly  useful  in
drawing out the distinctiveness of federal organi‐
sation, and the reasons why some federations and
interstate  organisations  failed  while  others  suc‐
ceeded.  Ager  offers  a  similarly  thoughtful  and
cautious assessment of both the virtues and the
limitations of  federations in  the preservation of
peace and stability in interstate politics – an im‐
portant corrective to Larsen’s surely overly-opti‐
mistic  view  of  federations  as  the  potential
panacea to the problems of the chaotic Greek in‐
terstate system. Mackil’s excellent chapter on the
finances of federations is a real highlight of the
volume, drawing together with admirable clarity
the various modes of economic exploitation and
co-operation visible in the systems discussed else‐
where in the work. (The absence of any chapter
which attempts the same sort of synthesis for oth‐
er aspects of federal activity – perhaps especially
political activity – is notable: is this because prac‐
tice is so diverse that such a synthesis would sim‐
ply  be  impossible?)  The  work  closes  with  two
brief but thought-provoking studies of the politi‐
cal theory of federalism: one (by Bearzot) on an‐
cient views, and a final piece (by Lehmann) on the
influence of Greek federalism on the development
of the American constitution. 

In sum: this book represents a valuable addi‐
tion to scholarship on Greek politics, and indeed
on Greek history more widely. It will be an essen‐
tial reference work for all Greek historians, acting
as  a  useful  complement  and  supplement  to  the
Copenhagen Polis Project’s Inventory,  but should
also act as a catalyst for further study of this com‐
plex and fascinating aspect of Greek political ac‐
tivity. 
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