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When the Boiotian Confederacy was dissolved in 386 BCE, the 

most developed federal constitution of the Greek world was buried. 

The federal constitution of Boiotia was both an important 

contribution to Greek oligarchic theory and an impressive feature of 

Greek constitutional life. But the polity of the Boiotian Confederacy 

did not seem to have an influence on other Greek states: Boiotian-

style federalism was remarkable and, moreover, it was unique.  

 

When the Boiotian League was re-established after 379 BCE, the 

situation was altogether different. According to the communis 

opinio, the fourth century in general – and the Theban Hegemony in 

particular – is a period in which a number of states adopted federal 

constitutions. In some areas such as Arcadia or Thessaly, new 

federal states were founded or reorganized. In others such as Achaia 

and Aitolia, we find the tendency to expand a federation by 

transferring the right of federal citizenship to poleis outside the 

federation, i.e., to conclude a sympoliteia with foreign states. 

Certainly, federalism was not new, and neither were many 

federations. The novelty lay in the increasing prominence of 

federalism and the growing importance of federal states in Greek 

politics. There seems to have been a movement towards federalism, 
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or, as I have pointed out rather emphatically in the title of my paper, 

a “rise of federalism”1.  

 

The key position in this process is generally attributed to Thebes. In 

the years of Theban hegemony, the Boiotian League is believed to 

have attained some acceptance as a general model for other states. 

The Thebans, in addition, are said to have adopted a sort of 

conscious federal programme, which meant that they tried to support 

or establish federal polities in allied states. Just as Athens exported 

democracy a century earlier, Thebes exported federalism. By doing 

so, it contributed largely to the process of overcoming the narrow 

boundaries of the Greek polis. The influence of Thebes on Greek 

political culture thus seems to be obvious: it is – as Simon 

Hornblower once put it – “the export of the federal principle”2. 

 

This view raises a number of questions. Since the Thebans allegedly 

exported their own federal system, it is necessary to investigate first 

the character of the Boiotian League. There is considerable debate 

on the nature of the confederacy after 379/8 BCE, mainly 

concerning the importance of Thebes within the league. I shall deal 

with this aspect first. The question of the character of the Boiotian 

League is crucial to the second part of my paper: how are we to 

estimate Thebes’ influence on the rise of federalism? This question 

requires a detailed analysis of fourth century international relations, 

something that I cannot present here. In this respect, my thoughts 

                                                        
1 Cf. CAH VI, 1953, 505 ff.; N.G.L. HAMMOND, A History of Greece to 323 

B.C. 3rd ed. Oxford 1996, 435 f.; W. DAHLHEIM, Die Antike Griechenland und 

Rom von den Anfängen bis zur Expansion des Islam. Paderborn 1994, 240; E. 

WILL et alii, Le monde grec et l’Orient II: le IVème siècle et l’époque 

héllenistique. Paris 1975, 175ff.; M. SORDI, ‘Il federalismo greco nell’età 

classica.’ In Federazioni e federalismo nell’Europa antica. Milan 1994, 21; H. 

BECK, Polis und Koinon. Untersuchungen zur Geschichte und Struktur der 

griechischen Bundesstaaten im 4 Jhdt. v.Chr. Stuttgart 1997, p.10 ff. CAH VI2, 

1994, 579 ff., is less emphatic on this than the first edition but acknowledges the 

same development.  
2 S. HORNBLOWER, The Greek World, 479-323 BC. 2nd ed. London 1991, 168. 

Further J. BUCKLER, The Theban Hegemony, 371-362 BC. Cambridge, Mass. 

1980, 227; F.E. ADCOCK and D.J. MOSLEY, Diplomacy in Ancient Greece. 

London 1975, 83 ff.; cf. H. BEISTER, ‘Hegemoniales Denken in Theben.’ In H. 

BEISTER and J. BUCKLER (eds), Boiotika Vorträge vom 5. Internationalen 

Böotien-Kolloquim. Munich 1989, 151: “Kennzeichnend … für die thebanische 

Außenpolitik nach Leuktra ist bekanntlich die Reproduktion und Verbreitung des 

eigenen politischen Modells.” 



3 

are incomplete3. What I can present here, I hope, is an approach to 

the main historical instances which are usually cited to illustrate 

Thebes’ “federal programme”. An investigation of the major 

arguments throws some light on Thebes’ impact on the spread of 

federalism. Thus, the purpose of this paper is twofold: I shall first 

try to determine the nature of the Boiotian League after 379/378 BC 

and second analyse the degree to which Thebes and Boiotia 

influenced other federal polities in Greece. 

 

1. The character of the Boiotian League is highly disputed. Its 

organization is described as a “federal polity”4, as “l’état pseudo-

fédéral”5, or as an “Einheitsstaat”6, i.e. as a strongly centralized 

state, dominated by Thebes alone. Needless to say, these categories 

are modern, and their application to Classical Greece is always 

inadequate. However, the debate makes it clear that the important 

questions as to how the political structure of the Boiotian | League 

was shaped and which position the Thebans held within it are far 

from being settled. Like modern scholarship, ancient terminology 

presents us with an inconsistent picture. The literary sources call the 

league either the “koinon of the Boiotians”7 or the “synteleia of the 

Thebans”8, which seems to imply that contemporaries understood 

the league either as a confederacy of the Boiotian poleis or as an 

organization whose members were in some sense subordinates to 

Thebes. In the first century CE, Dio Chrysostom compared 

Epaminondas with Theseus 9 . In so doing he drew an analogy 

between the synoikismos of Attika and the unification of Boiotia in 

                                                        
3  For an account of fourth-century international relations with regard to 

federalism, see BECK, op. cit. 212-249. 
4 Buckler, op. cit. 23 ff.; J.A.O. LARSEN, Greek Federal States. Their Institutions 

and History. Oxford 1968, 178 f. 
5 D. KNOEPFLER, ‘Un législateur thébain chez Cicéron (De legibus II, XV, 37).’ 

In M. PIÉRART and O. CURTY (eds), Historia Testis. Mélanges d’épigraphie, 

d’histoire ancienne et de philologie, offerts à T. Zawadzki. Freibourg 1989, 47. 

Cf. P. SALMON, ‘Le κοινòν τῶν Βοιωτῶν.’ In Federazioni e federalismo 

nell’Europa antica. 225: “état fédéral à tendance unitaire”; P. ROESCH, Thespies 

et la confédération béotioenne. Paris 1965, 46: “ligue thébaine”. 
6  V. EHRENBERG, Der Staat der Griechen. 2nd ed. Zürich 1965, 151; H-J. 

GEHRKE, Stasis. Untersuchungen zu den inneren Kriegen in den griechischen 

Staaten des 5. und 4. Jahrhunderts v. Chr. Munich 1985, 179 n.97; S.C. 

BAKHUIZEN, ‘Thebes and Boeotia in the Fourth Century B.C.’ Phoenix 48, 

1994, 307 ff. 
7 Diod. 16.84.3; Isoc. 14.21. 
8 Diod. 15.38.3 f.; 50.4; 70.2; cf. Isoc. 14.8 f. on Thespiai and Tanagra. 
9 Or. 45.13. 
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the years of hegemony. Again, we find a wide range of categories, 

including koinon and synoikismos at its respective ends. 

 

As far as terminology is concerned, epigraphical evidence is 

decisive. The federal decrees of Boiotia attest the title τò κοινòν 

τῶν Βοιωτῶν and there is no doubt that this was the official 

designation of the league10. Unlike the preceding koinon, the re-

established confederacy had a democratic constitution. A brief 

sketch of its main political organization might be helpful. The 

central political body was the federal assembly, which met at 

Thebes. Federal, to be sure, does not necessarily mean 

representative government. Since the English term ‘federal’ implies 

a far less restrictive definition than its German, French, and Italian 

equivalents, there is a tendency to apply ‘federal’ to a wide range of 

political systems, as long as they show some sort of integrated 

structure 11 . In the Boiotian case, the federal assembly did not 

represent federal parts or constituencies, but was open to all citizens 

of the Boiotian poleis. This primary assembly had full authority for 

legislation, including the right to ratify treaties, to appoint proxenoi 

and to declare war. Consequently, Boiotian foreign relations were 

widely subject to vote of the damos. The assembly also held annual 

elections for the magistracies of the confederacy. In cases of abuse 

of office, incompetence or maladministration, the assembly could 

remove the concerned magistrate from office and hand them over to 

federal courts. If they were found guilty, heavy punishments were 

imposed, including fines, exile or – in case of treason – death. Again, 

these rights of impeachment greatly enhanced the political powers 

of the damos, especially since they also applied to the boiotarchs. 

The boiotarchs were the chief federal magistrates, both military and 

civil. Not only did they command the federal troops but also acted 

as a committee carrying out probouleumatic functions, such as 

presenting agenda to the assembly and introducing ambassadors to 

the people. The monetary policy of the koinon also seems to have | 

fallen under their prerogative. Whenever we are given a complete 

list of their committee, the sources name seven officials. 

                                                        
10 IG VII 2858, line 5; SEG 25.553, line 2. See BECK, op. cit. 100 f.; SALMON, 

art. cit. 225-227. 
11 See BECK, op. cit. 18 f.; 167 n.5. 



5 

Henceforward, their number was reduced from eleven in the 

oligarchic confederacy to seven12. 

 

There is considerable discussion in modern scholarship whether the 

boiotarchs were elected by the federal assembly in Thebes or by 

local assemblies of federal constituencies, i.e., in a similar way as in 

the preceding koinon. A third possibility is that the federal assembly 

elected the boiotarchs according to federal units, which means that 

a certain number of candidates had to be elected for each and every 

constituency. This question is clearly one of the crucial aspects of 

the koinon, because election within or according to representative 

units would be a strong argument in favour of the representative 

character of the league and would greatly help to qualify the koinon 

as a true federal polity. There are three main aspects that we have to 

consider in relation to this problem. 

 

Scholars who tend to favour a system of federal μέρη usually try to 

explain the number of seven constituencies with reference to the 

diminished positions of Orchomenos and Thespiai, whose four seats 

in the federal government of the old confederacy were not revived 

in the democratic league13. The fate of Thespiai is indeed a difficult 

question. As we shall see later, the city was reduced to συντέλεια, 

which meant some degree of dependency on Thebes. Orchomenos 

is a different case. The Orchomenians seem to have enjoyed free 

political participation until the year after Leuktra, when their city 

was reduced for the first time14. If the re-established koinon really 

was run on the basis of μέρη, there must have been nine 

constituencies between 378 and 371 BCE. Diodorus, however, when 

                                                        
12 IG VII 2407 and 2408; REG 97, 1984, 46; Diod. 15.52.1; 53.3; Paus. 9.13.7. 

On the political organization of the Boiotian League see BUCKLER, op. cit. 15 

ff.; LARSEN, op. cit. 175 ff.; BECK, op. cit. 100 ff.; R.J. BUCK, Boiotia and the 

Boiotian League, 432-371 B.C. Edmonton 1994, 101 ff.; ROESCH, op. cit. 43-

47. Also, G. BUSOLT, Griechische Staatskunde II, ed. by H. SWOBODA, 

Munich 1926, 1423-1431, is still valuable. 
13 BUCKLER, op. cit. 23 f.; ‘The Re-establishment of the Boiotarchia’ AJAH 4, 

1979, 50 ff.; Larsen, op. cit. 178 f.; SALMON, art. cit. 225; P. CLOCHÉ, Thèbes 

de Béotie des origines à la conquête romaine. Namur 1952, 134 f.; M.SORDI, 

‘La restaurazione della lega beotica nel 379-8 a.C.’ Athenaeum 51, 1973, 81 f.; A. 

GIOVANNINI, Untersuchungen über die Natur und die Anfänge der 

bundestaalichen Sympolitie in Griechenland. Göttingen 1971, 50 n.26. 
14 Diod. 15.57.1. 
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setting out Epaminondas’ strategy at Leuktra, leaves no doubt that 

the number of boiotarchs was seven15. 

 

The second aspect concerns a proxeny decree of the Boiotian 

League, which records two boiotarchs from Tanagra and Thespiai. 

The date of this decree is not secure. If the inscription dates from the 

middle of the fourth century, as is commonly assumed, it is the only 

federal decree from the period of 379/8 to 338 BCE that explicitly 

mentions the city-ethnics of the | boiotarchs16 . Does this decree 

support the μέρη-thesis and, if so, how does it correspond to the 

model of representation? If the μέρη were maintained, the Thebans 

would have controlled four out of seven units, since they elected 

four boiotarchs when their city revolted against the pro-Spartan 

regime of Leontinades in the winter of 379 BCE17. Who retained the 

remaining μέρη? The decree in question mentions Thespiai and 

Tanagra, which leaves at least six cities that seem to have enjoyed 

full political rights, for just one remaining seat: Chaironeia, Kopais, 

Akraiphia, Haliartos, Koroneia and, most eminently, Lebadeia, 

where the federal games of the Basileia were held. This political 

arithmetic makes no sense. The boiotarchs of Thespiai and Tanagra 

do not offer solid argument in favour of representative government. 

In fact, they raise more questions of the federal system than they can 

answer. The circumstances under which they were elected are too 

obscure to prove the existence of federal constituencies, especially 

since city-ethnics of the boiotarchs otherwise seem to be recorded 

on federal inscriptions. If the decree belongs to the 350s BCE, I tend 

to take the boiotarchs of Tanagra and Thespiai as an act of good-will 

on part of the Thebans: after a drain of manpower due to the 

demands of hegemony and, more recently, to the Sacred War, the 

Thebans must have become increasingly dependent on Boiotian 

troops. A Thespian decree from the middle of the fourth century 

                                                        
15 15.52.1; 53.3. 
16 SEG 25.553, lines 13-15: … βοιωταρχε|όντων [[Κλέωνος]] Θεσπιῆος, … |     
ρίδα Ταναγραίω, -----. In IG VII 2407; 2408; REG 97, 1984, 46, the origins of 

the boiotarchs are not attested. The decree is commonly thought to date from the 

middle of the fourth century BCE: GEHRKE, op. cit. 180 n.97; BUCK, op. cit. 

109 n.40; BUCKLER, art. cit. 57. For a different view see the contribution of 

Denis Knoepfler in this volume, who favours a date after 338 BCE. 
17 Plut.  Pel. 13 mentions Melon, Charon, and Pelopidas. In addition Pel. 14 attests 

Gorgidas. On four boiotarchs see BUCKLER, op. cit. 23; GEHRKE, op. cit. 178 

f.; SALMON, art. cit. 226; BECK, op. cit. 98 (with further references). SORDI, 

art. cit. 79 f. thinks that the Thebans elected three boiotarchs in 379/8 BCE. 
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attests local recruitment for the federal army, which illustrates this 

development18. It would seem that, by the time of the decree in 

question, the Thebans had lost their hegemony in Greece for a 

number of years. Phokian troops occupied western Boiotia as far as 

Orchomenos and Koroneia in the first years of the Sacred War19. In 

this situation the Thebans must have feared a loss of control over 

Boiotia, which in turn, led to the concession of allowing non-Theban 

boiotarchs. 

 

A third problem of the μέρη-thesis is the democratic constitution of 

the koinon. Throughout the Boiotian-Spartan War, the Thebans 

made it clear that they aimed to restore the Boiotian League, but 

were also determined to put an end to its pro-Spartan and oligarchic 

traditions. The substitution of the representative council of 660 

bouleutai (in the old confederacy) with a primary assembly was 

unambiguous. If this interpretation is correct, I find it hard to believe 

that the Thebans on the one hand decided to shift to | democracy, but 

on the other kept up the federal μέρη, which had been the backbone 

of the oligarchic system. Taken together, these arguments indicate 

that elections for the boiotarchs were neither held within nor 

according to federal constituencies. I doubt that the Boiotian league 

after 379 BC was ever divided into μέρη20.  

 

Our consideration on the policy of the Boiotian League presents us 

with a democratic constitution, under which the Boiotian citizens 

enjoyed full political rights, most notably, the right to attend the 

primary assembly in Thebes and to elect – and to impeach – the 

boiotarchs. As mentioned earlier, the sources describe this polity 

both as “koinon of the Boiotians’’ and as the “synteleia of the 

Thebans”. Is synteleia then a synonym for koinon? In his account of 

the peace conferences of 375 and 371 BCE, Diodorus states that the 

Thebans were about to unify all Boiotia by the means of a συντέλεια 

τῶν Θηβαίων or εἰς τὰς Θήβας 21 . Does this imply that the 

Boiotian cities were regular members of the koinon or that they were 

                                                        
18 Ἀρχαιολογικὸν Δελτίον 8, 1923, 218 f. 
19 Diod. 16.33.3 f.; Ephoros FGrHist 70 F 90. 
20 See the discussions of BUCK, op. cit. 108 f., and recently M.H. HANSEN, 

‘Boiotian Poleis – a Test Case.’ In M.H. HANSEN (ed), Sources for the Ancient 

Greek City State. Acts of the Copenhagen Polis Center II, Copenhagen 1995, 25, 

who both deny the existence of federal units. 
21 15.28.3 f.; 50.4. 
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subordinate to Thebes? I have argued elsewhere that koinon and 

synteleia were traditionally and theoretically distinct from political 

structures, but in practice were inseparable and complementary 

features of the Boiotian League22. The main arguments in favour of 

this view deserve repetition here. 

 

When we try to define the συντέλεια τῶν Θηβαίων, it is crucial to 

bear in mind that συντέλεια was not an innovation of the Thebans, 

but had long tradition in Boiotia. The author of the Hellenika 

Oxyrhynchia records that, around the beginning of the fourth 

century, Thebes controlled the komai in her chora and the villages 

of the Parasopia via syntely. Korsiai and Mykalessos were equally 

dependent on Thebes 23 . Orchomenos seems to have held the 

communities of northwestern Boiotia under her syntely. Thucydides 

attests Chaironeia as a subordinate city of Orchomenos in the 

Peloponnesian War24. In the same manner, Thespiai controlled an 

extensive syntely, including the villages of Eutresis Thisbe, Kreusis, 

Siphai, and Askra25. The syntelies clearly had nothing to do with the 

Boiotian League. They emerged from the traditional supremacy of 

the major Boiotian poleis over their neighbouring | communities. 

Since συντέλεια was not a technical term, but a description of a de 

facto situation, the functioning of the syntelies can only vaguely be 

determined. The sources indicate that supremacy via syntely meant 

that the subordinate komai were obliged to pay tribute and send 

troops, but were excluded from participation in the politics both of 

their leading city and of federal government26. This meant that the 

poleis that ruled syntelies profited not only economically and 

militarily from their dependent communities, but were permitted to 

send councillors and officials to the federal government on behalf of 

                                                        
22  BECK, op. cit. 208-210. For an analysis of the Theban syntely see also 

Bakhuizen, art. cit. 307 ff.; C. TUPLIN, ‘The fate of Thespiae during the Theban 

Hegemony.’ Athenaeum 64, 1986, 321 ff. 
23 Hell. ox. 11.3. Mykalessos: Thuc. 7.29.3-30.4; Chorsiai: Plin. nat. 4.8 (with 

BAKHUIZEN, art. cit. App. I). Thuc. 4.93.4 mentions certain ξύμμοροι of the 

Thebans. 
24 4.76.3. 
25  Eutresis and Thisbe: Hell. ox. 11.3. Askra: Plut. mor. fr. 82 (with A.M. 

SNODGRASS, ‘The Site of Askra.’ In La Béotie antique, Lyon 1985, 87 ff.). 

Kreusis and Siphai: Paus. 9.32.1; Thuc. 4.76 f.; Apoll. Rhod. 1.105 f.; cf. 10. 

Olympia-Bericht 1981, 228 f., line 5: τοῖς Θεσπιέσσιν καὶ τοῖς αὐτὸς (sic). 
26 BAKHUIZEN, art. cit. 307 ff. and App. II; BUSOLT-SWOBODA, op. cit. 

1415; U. KAHRSTEDT, s.v. συντέλεια (1), RE II 8, 1932, col. 1456 f. 
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their syntelic cities. Thus, the three cities of Thebes, Orchomenos 

and Thespiai, together with their respective syntelies, controlled 

eight out of the eleven μέρη in the years after 427 BCE27. 

 

Since the syntelies were distinct from the Boiotian League, they 

were almost certainly maintained when the koinon was dissolved in 

386 BCE. What happened to them when the confederacy was 

revived after 379 BCE? A brief summary of Boiotian affairs is 

revealing. Presumably in 374/3 BCE, the Thebans extended their 

power as far as Thespiai and Tanagra. Isokrates says that both cities 

henceforth were compelled to submit to the hegemony of the 

Thebans and to join their syntely28 . The Thespians appealed to 

Athens to save them from becoming ἀπόλιδες29. A year or so later, 

in 373/2 BCE, the Thebans conquered Plataiai in some sort of 

surprise attack, destroyed the city and annexed its territory30. In 366 

BCE, Oropos was incorporated into the Theban chora31. Finally, 

when Orchomenos was planning to revolt against the league, the 

assembly in Thebes voted to execute the conspirators, raze the city 

and sell its inhabitants into slavery32. These instances demonstrate 

that the Thebans gradually enlarged their chora and extended their 

syntelic influence from the Theban plain to the outer boundaries of 

Boiotia. When Orchomenos fell in 364 BCE, the Theban syntely 

expanded from the Kephissos in the northwest to the mouth of the 

Asopos in the southeast and was virtually identical to the territory 

of the Boiotian League. 

 

This brief outline shows that the Thebans, step by step, dissolved 

the syntelies of the Boiotian cities and turned them into one 

extensive Theban syntely. When Diodorus states that οἱ Θηβαῖοι ... 

τὴν Βοιωτίαν ὐπὸ μίαν ἄγοντες συντέλειαν33, he has this process 

in mind. The examination of the term συντέλειαν τῶν Θηβαίων 

and its relationship to the koinon of the Boiotians leads to the 

conclusion that both expressions traditionally and | theoretically had 

different meanings. On the one hand, the Boiotian poleis were 

                                                        
27 Hell. ox. 11.3. 
28 14.9; cf. Diod. 15.46.6; 51.3. 
29 Xen. hell. 6.3.1. For an interpretation see BECK, op. cit. 247 n.44. 
30 Isoc. 14 passim; Diod. 15.46.5 f.; Paus. 9.1.7. 
31 Xen. hell. 7.4.1; Diod. 15.76.1; Isoc. 5.53; cf. BUCKLER, op. cit. 193-195. 
32 Diod. 15.79.3-6; Dem. 20.109; Paus. 9.15.3. 
33 15.50.4. 
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dependent on Thebes via syntely, which meant that they had to send 

troops and pay tribute. Since the Thebans dissolved the old syntelies 

and in return extended their own syntely as far as the boundaries of 

Boiotia, they established a new pan-Boiotian structure, which was 

under their own hegemony alone. On the other hand, the democratic 

constitution of the koinon guaranteed equal political and economic 

rights (for instance enktēsis and epigameia) to all Boiotian citizens. 

This aspect was particularly attractive to the citizens of smaller 

villages and komai, which were once held under the syntelies of the 

larger cities, but were not given political participation. The sources 

attest that the rural population poured undique ex agris into Thebes 

and that the Thebans were delighted by this support, which indicates 

that the koinon in general, and Theban leadership in particular, 

enjoyed wider popularity than is sometimes assumed34. Orchome-

nos and Thespiai, who had ruled extensive syntelies in the past, must 

have disapproved of the new system. Whenever the sources report 

that many Boiotian poleis defied the union, it is always these major 

cities, which were stripped of their subordinates and were now 

forced into syntely themselves.  

 

Koinon and synteleia were distinct but complementary features of 

the political unification of Boiotia. They were two different sides of 

the same coin. This takes us back to the question of the precise 

character of the Boiotian Confederacy. With respect to the idea of a 

koinon, the league might be described as a federal state. The citizens 

of the Boiotian poleis enjoyed a number of political rights, most 

importantly to sit in the federal assembly and to participate in the 

decision-making process of the league. The poleis themselves – this 

is an important difference between the unification of Attika and 

Boiotia – continued to exist. Boiotian federalism differed from 

Athenian-style synoikism insofar as it did not dissolve the Boiotian 

cities. Poleis like Lebadeia, Chaironeia, Haliartos, and probably 

Tanagra, to name but a few, maintained their status both as political 

and, to a certain degree, as self-governing units. In practice, 

however, the Thebans had a vast majority in the federal assembly 

and thus managed to control the policy of the koinon in every 

respect. Furthermore, they created a new pan-Boiotian structure by 

                                                        
34  Corn. Nep. Pel. 3.3; cf. Xen. hell. 5.4.46. On the popularity of Theban 

leadership see BUCKLER, op. cit. 22 f.; BECK, op. cit. 198-202. 
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forcing the poleis into their syntely. On this view, it is justified to 

speak of the confederacy as a highly centralized or as a unitary state.  

  

2.  When the Thebans held the hegemony in Greece for a short while 

after 371 BCE, it is believed that they aimed to support the rise and 

spread of federalism. As I have mentioned above, the argument is 

that they adopted some sort of federal programme, which meant that 

the Thebans generally favoured alliances with other federal states. 

If their allies reorganized their | constitution or inaugurated a new 

form of government, the Thebans would allegedly encourage federal 

constitutions, in order to back what has been called the “federal 

movement.” Scholars who are arguing that the Thebans adopted a 

federal programme tend to name three important occasions to 

support this view: the reorganization of the Thessalian Confederacy 

according to Pelopidas’ advice, the alliance of Thebes with the 

Arcadian League and the foundation of its federal capital 

Megalopolis by Epaminondas, and, finally, the foundation of the 

Messenian state.35  

 

When Alexander II of Macedon occupied the Thessalian poleis 

Larisa and Krannon in spring 369 BCE, the Thessalian League was 

on the brink of annihilation. Since at the same time Alexander, tyrant 

of Pherai, was waging war against the federal government, the 

koinon was in danger of being swallowed up by Macedon in the 

north and Pherai in the south36. In this situation, the Thessalian 

League sent envoys to Thebes and appealed for help. Without 

hesitation, or so it seems, the Thebans sponsored the Thessalian 

cause and voted to send an army under Pelopidas to intervene on 

behalf of the federal government 37 . Once Pelopidas arrived in 

Thessaly, he launched an attack against Alexander of Pherai and 

drove his troops back on the defensive. Alexander was forced to 

accept a treaty in which he agreed to leave the Thessalian cities in 

                                                        
35 Especially BEISTER, art. cit. 131 ff., who deals with these instances. 
36 Diod. 15.61.2-5; 15.67.4. Cf. BECK, op. cit. 129; GEHRKE, op. cit. 191 ff.; 

H.D. WESTLAKE, Thessaly in the 4th Century, London 1935, 128 ff. 
37 Diod. 15.67.3 f.; Plut. Pel. 26. T.R. MARTIN, Sovereignty and Coinage in 

Classical Greece, Princeton 1985, 86 f. believes that the Thessalian appeal was 

initiated by the Aleuads of Larisa, in order to secure their position in Thessaly. 

On this see GEHRKE, op. cit. 192 n.50, who identifies the Thessalian 

Confederacy as driving force behind the appeal. 
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peace38. Clearly, the fighting eased the military pressure on the 

Thessalian League for the time being. Yet, what was needed in the 

long term was a reorganization of the Thessalian state. It is 

commonly accepted that Pelopidas helped to reorganize the 

Thessalian Confederacy during his first intervention in the north39. 

On this instance, the Boiotian League allegedly served as a matrix 

for the new federal polity of Thessaly40. 

 

There was no question that, under the given circumstances, 

Pelopidas had to strengthen the federal center of the koinon. 

Accordingly, the powers of the federal assembly were increased. 

The ekklēsia obtained major political rights, such as the ratification 

of treaties and the election of the magistrates. Access to the 

assembly was restricted to some kind of hoplite census. The office 

of tagos was substituted to a federal archōn, which was elected by 

the assembly. The new title indicated that the head of government 

was no longer | a quasi-monarch but a federal magistrate.  Like the 

tagos, the archōn was elected for life. The abolition of the 

archonship was put on a level with the dissolution of the koinon41. 

The archōn took a great part in shaping the league’s foreign policy. 

He commanded the federal army. Next to the archōn, a board of four 

polemarchoi was created to replace the college of tetrarchs. They 

held office for a short term, most likely a year. Finally, the federal 

government was strengthened in economic terms by the 

establishment of a new federal coinage. Unlike most Greek federal 

states, the Thessalian League of that period also collected customs 

duties and probably market fees42. 

 

This summary of the resuscitation of the koinon indicates that the 

new polity largely depended on the traditional institutions of 

                                                        
38 Plut. Pel. 26; Theopomp. FGrHist 115 F 409. For an account see BUCKLER, 

op. cit. 114-116. 
39 WESTLAKE, op. cit. 134; GEHRKE, op. cit. 192; BECK, op. cit. 130; M. 

SORDI, La lega tessala fino ad Alessandro Magno, Roma 1958, 206 f. 
40  WESTLAKE, op. cit. 135; BUSOLT-SWOBODA, op. cit. 1486; P.R. 

FRANKE, ‘ΦΕΘΑΛΟΙ, ΦΕΤΑΛΟΙ, ΠΕΤΘΑΛΛΟΙ, ΘΕΣΣΑΛΟΙ. Zur Geschich-

te Thessaliens im 5. Jhdt. v. Chr.’ AA 1970, 93. 
41 IG II2 116 = Tod II 147, line 18. The κατάλυσις of the archonship was equated 

with the abolition of Athenian democracy: line 28 f. 
42 On the new polity of the Thessalian Confederacy see LARSEN, op. cit. 24; 

GEHRKE, op. cit. 192; BECK, op. cit. 130 f.; hoplite census: BUSOLT-

SWOBODA, op. cit. 1487 n.1; BUCKLER, op. cit. 116 f. 
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Thessaly. Most strikingly, the offices of the archon and the four 

polemarchoi corresponded to the tageia and the four tetrarchs. 

These reforms had virtually nothing in common with the 

constitution of the Boiotian League. Still, it is sometimes stated that 

Theban influence on the Thessalian League does not necessarily 

have to manifest itself in the sense that the political structures of 

Boiotia and Thessaly were exactly the same. Instead, the result of 

the reform, i.e. the unification of the Thessalian tribe by the means 

of federalism, is interpreted as parallel to the Boiotian matrix43. This 

is far from convincing. Federalism surely had a long tradition in 

Thessaly. It dates as far back as the middle of the fifth century BCE, 

when the house of Echekratides made an attempt to increase the 

power of the Thessalian Confederacy against Aleuads of Larisa44. 

There is no doubt that the Thessalians had various experiences of 

federalism in the past, and they certainly did not need Pelopidas to 

learn about its benefits. In any case, the result, that is the political 

unification of Thessaly, had no longer tradition than the Boiotian 

model of the 360s BCE. 

 

The Arcadian League was founded in late summer 370 BCE. The 

sources leave no doubt that the first Arcadian federal venture was 

initiated by Teagan and Mantineian democrats, most notably 

Lykomedes of Mantineia. Thebes had nothing to do with the 

foundation45. When, in the autumn of 370 BCE, Spartan troops 

attacked Arcadia in order to break up the league, Arcadians, Eleians 

and Argives sent a joint embassy to Athens to negotiate for a 

defensive alliance. Their offer was turned down, mainly because the 

Athenians hesitated to interfere in the Peloponnese as long as the 

effects of the battle of | Leuktra remained unclear. For the moment 

Athens was unwilling to support Peloponnesian states against 

Sparta46 . Due to this refusal, the ambassadors next travelled to 

Thebes, where their proposal for an alliance was accepted. In late 

                                                        
43 So BEISTER, art. cit. 151 n.95. 
44 LARSEN, op. cit. 14 ff.; BECK, op. cit. 123 f. 
45 Xen. hell. 6.5.6 ff. Lykomedes: Diod. 15.59.1; 62.2. On the foundation see 

LARSEN, op. cit. 180 ff.; BECK, op. cit. 74-76; S. DUSANIC, Arkadski Savez 

IV veka, Belgrade 1970 (with an English summary), 281-292; K. 

TRAMPEDACH, Platon, die Akademie und die zeitgenössische Politik, Stuttgart 

1994, 22 ff. 
46 Diod. 15.62.3; Dem. 16.12; 19; 27; Paus. 9.14.4. Instead, Athens concluded an 

alliance with Sparta and seems to have besieged Arcadian Stymphalos: Strab. 

8.8.4. 
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370 BCE, the Thebans, Arcadians, Eleians and Argives concluded 

an agreement on the basis of mutual defence 47 . The Thebans 

immediately sent out Epaminondas with an army of some 5,000 or 

6,000 Boiotians – despite it being during winter – to protect Arcadia. 

When they reached Mantineia, Agesilaos was already gone. The 

Thebans therefore intended to withdraw to central Greece but their 

allies stirred them up to make hay while the sun shone and to enter 

Laconia48. 

 

The course of these events shows that the alliance between Boiotia 

and Arcadia was only the second choice of the Arcadians, who were 

desperately seeking protection form Sparta. To Thebes, on the other 

hand, the alliance with the Peloponnesians was crucial.  What the 

Thebans needed in 370 BC was a powerful ally in order to protect 

Boiotian interests in the Peloponnese and to keep an eye on Sparta. 

The alliance with Arcadia, Elis and Argos promised not just one ally 

to fulfill this aim but the cooperation of three Peloponnesian states 

to keep a check on Sparta and virtually to encircle her. We can safely 

assume that Arcadian federalism did not matter in this situation. 

 

Theban influence on the foundation of the federal capital 

Megalopolis is a different issue. Since the Arcadians elected ten 

oikistai to supervise the foundation of the new Great Polis in 

summer 370 BCE, the resolution to embark on this project was 

passed before Arcadia allied with Thebes and before Epaminondas 

invaded the Peloponnese in late 370 BC49. Pausanias, however, on 

two instances mentions that Epaminondas had great influence on the 

foundation of Megalopolis and that he τῆς πόλεως δὲ οἰκιστὴς ... 

σὐν τῴ δικαίῴ καλοῖτο ἄν, i.e., that he could justifiably be called 

the oikistēs of the city50. The Thebans shared this view. When they 

set up a statue in honour of Epaminondas after his death in 362 BCE, 

                                                        
47 Diod. 15.62.3; Dem. 16.27. 
48 Xen. hell. 6.5.23; Ages. 2.24; Diod. 15.62.5; Plut. Ages. 31.1-2; Theopomp. 

FGrHist 115 F 332. 
49 Diod. 15.72.4; 94.1; Strab. 8.8.1 ; Marm. Par. FGrHist 239 F 73; Paus. 8.27.1-

8. For further references M. MOGGI, I sinecismi interstatali greci. Introduzione, 

edizione critica, traduzione, commento e indici I. Dalle origini al 338 a.C., Pisa 

1976, nr. 45. On the date of the foundation see BECK, op. cit. 76 n.61. 
50 8.27.2; cf. 9.15.6. See further Plut. mor. 194C; 540E; Aelian VH 13.42 on 

Epaminondas as oikistēs of the Arkadian League. 
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they praised him both as liberator and benefactor of all Greece. It is 

again Pausanias who records the epigram (9.15.6): 

 

ἡμετέραις βουλαῖς Σπάρτη μὲν ἐκείρατο δόξαν, 

Μεσσήνη δ᾽ἱερὴ τέκνα χρόνῳ δέχεται | 

Θήβης δ’ὅπλοισιν Μεγάλη πόλις  ἐστεφάνωται, 

αὐτόνμος δ’Ἑλλὰς πᾶσ᾽ἐν ἐλευθερίῃ. 

 

Line 3 usually is taken to mean something like “with Thebes’ arms 

Megalopolis was girt with walls”, hence Epaminondas initiated and 

supervised the synoikismos of Megalopolis51. This reading is not 

indisputable. In fact, the meaning of στεφανόω = “to gird with 

walls” is rather unusual, if not impossible. Liddell and Scott quote 

the epigram in question s.v. στεφανόω in the transitive sense of “to 

surround with” 52 . Hence, line 3 means something like: “with 

Thebes’ arms Megalopolis was surrounded”, i.e. defended. The text 

then reads:  

 

By our counsels Sparta was shorn of her glory, 

And holy Messene finally received her children: 

With Thebes’ arms Megalopolis was surrounded, 

and all Greece won independence and freedom. 

 

As we have seen, both the decision to found a new federal capital 

and the election of the oikistai were Arcadian undertakings, which 

were conducted independently from Thebes. When the major works 

of the synoikismos began to be carried out in 368 BCE after the 

Tearless Battle, Epaminondas was demonstrably not in the 

Peloponnese. On account of internal rivalries between Epaminondas 

and his opponent Menekleides, he was defeated in his attempt to win 

the boiotarchia for 368 BC and fought as a common soldier in 

                                                        
51 The Loeb Classical Library; Pausanias. Description of Greece IV, 1979, reprint 

of the 1st ed. of 1935, 239; J.G. FRAZER, Pausanias. Description of Greece I, 

New-York 1965, 463. 
52 A Greek-English Lexikon, compiled by H.G. LIDDELL and R. SCOTT, revised 

ed., Oxford 1996. H. BRAUNERT and T. PETERSEN, ‘Megalopolis: Anspruch 

und Wirklichkeit.’ Chiron 2, 1972, 60 ff., were the first to recognize this and to 

challenge the common view on Epaminondas’ influence on Megalopolis. W. 

LESCHHORN, Gründer der Stadt. Studien zu einem politisch-religiösen 

Phänomen der griechischen Geschichte, Stuttgart 1984, 170, is also sceptical 

about Epaminondas’ role. 
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Thessaly53. This leaves a small gap of some five months to place his 

possible involvement in the Megalopolis-project: between July 369 

BCE, the date of the second invasion of the Peloponnese, and the 

end of 369 BCE when Epaminondas failed in the elections for the 

boiotarchia. The main aspects of the foundation, its inauguration 

and its realization, were carried out before and after this period. 

 

We thus get the impression that Epaminondas’ influence was not as 

towering as is sometimes suggested. Yet Pausanias tells us on 

another occasion that Epaminondas sent Pammenes and some 1000 

hoplites to Megalopolis at a certain point in time to protect the city 

from Spartan raids54. The precise date of this episode is not clear, 

and we cannot decide with certainty whether Pammenes’ mission 

was to safeguard the construction world of the synoikismos in 368 

BCE, or to prevent the citizens from Megalopolis | from deserting 

their city after the battle of Mantineia55. In either case, the true 

involvement of Thebes was not in the foundation of Megalopolis, 

but in its protection from extinction. In either case, Theban influence 

was military in character. This takes us back to the honorary epigram 

for Epaminondas. Since the statue was set up after 362 BCE, when 

the Arcadian League had fallen apart and Megalopolis had been 

through the serious crisis of being deserted by its inhabitants, the 

poet intentionally chose a vague paraphrase, not to testify to 

Epaminondas’ true involvement in Arcadia, but rather to allow for 

various interpretations and to disguise his actions. The claim to have 

surrounded Megalopolis with Thebes’ arms corresponded to what 

happened in reality, but equally could be interpreted as an 

outstanding engagement of Epaminondas in Arcadia. In reality, 

however, Epaminondas’ influence on the Arkadikon and on 

Megalopolis was much less than the epigram might have 

suggested56. 

 

Let me briefly deal with Messenia. There is no doubt that the 

creation of the Messenian state was largely due to Epaminondas’ 

first invasion of the Peloponnese. His impact on the foundation of 

                                                        
53 Diod. 15.71.6; cf. BUCKLER, op. cit. 142-145. 
54 8.27.2. 
55 This was suggested by J. BELOCH, Griechische Geschichte III 1, Berlin and 

Leipzig 1922, 186 n.2. Cf. also LARSEN, op. cit. 186 n.1; BRAUNERT and 

PETERSEN, art. cit. 64-67. 
56 BRAUNERT and PETERSEN, art. cit. 63-67, 87 and n.141. 
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both the polis of Messene and the state of Messenia is beyond 

question. How was the Messenian state organized? The answer is 

that we do not know in detail. As it seems, the relations between the 

polis of Messene and the other Messenian cities, such as Kyparissia, 

Pylos, and Thuria were similar to the situation in northern Elis57. 

Just as the polis of the Eleians held its περίοικοι under some sort of 

dependency, the polis of Messene acquired a leading position in 

Messenia. Pausanias explicitly distinguished between οἱ ἐκ τῆς 

πόλεως Μεσσήνιοι and οἱ περίοικοι 58 . We therefore get the 

impression that Messenia was “evidently a unified, strongly 

centralized state”59. What is the parallel to Boiotia? The Messenian 

state can be compared with the Boiotian League in so far as Boiotia 

was de facto a strongly centralized state as well. Beyond this – rather 

ironic – coincidence, we cannot find a single hint that Thebes 

exported federalism to Messenia. 

 

3. How can we finally summarize the Theban impact in federalism 

in the fourth century BCE? Was there any influence at all? Our 

reconsideration of Thebes’ policy towards Arcadia, Thessaly and 

Messenia shows that Theban | influence on federal polities of her 

allies was much less intensive than is commonly believed. In this 

regard, there was virtually no ‘export of federalism’. Yet, there was 

a connection between Thebes and the rise of federalism. The Theban 

ascendancy deeply altered the military and political situation in 

Greece. With Sparta in decline and Athens focused on the sea, the 

Thebans were promoted as the decisive and most important single 

power in mainland Greece in the late 370s and 360s BCE. Thanks 

to widespread anti-Spartan resentment, which displayed itself 

immediately after Leuktra, a large number of states appealed to 

Thebes to take the lead against the Spartans. The Thebans certainly 

profited from this development. Their system of alliances grew 

rapidly. In this situation, the Thebans seem to have sponsored the 

specific agenda of their respective allies spontaneously and without 

                                                        
57 Diod. 15.66.1 gives some details on the Messenian state, such as the common 

citizenship and the division of land. Kyparissia and Pylos: Diod. 15.77.4; cf. Xen. 

hell. 7.4.27; Strab. 8.4.1. Thuria: SGDI 2619. In general see BECK, op. cit. 221 

f.; BUCKLER, op. cit. 84 ff.; C.A. ROEBUCK, A History of Messenia from 369 

to 146 B.C., Diss. Univ. Chicago 1941, 27-57; P. CARTLEDGE, Agesilaos and 

the crisis of Sparta, London 1987, 385. 
58 4.29.11. 
59 ROEBUCK, op. cit. 116. 
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hesitation60. The Theban Hegemony, therefore, was not simply a 

Theban era, but also a period in which a number of states that 

previously played only a minor role in Greek politics, established 

their position as new Greek powers. Arcadia and Messenia are the 

most striking examples of this development. 

 

When Boiotia was at the height of its power, Thebes’ foreign policy 

was not determined by ideological concepts, but was subject to 

power politics. What mattered was how Thebes could expand the 

power of her polis in Boiotia and Greece. This clearly was a question 

of Machtpolitik. Long term strategies and the realization of political 

concepts played only a minor role, if any, in interstate politics. A 

study of Thebes, therefore, is a study of classical Greek polis par 

excellence. 

 

                                                        
60  Cf. BUCKLER, op. cit. 223-227; CARTLEDGE, op. cit. 310, on Theban 

incapability to institutionalize its bilateral alliances in some sort of permanent 

organization comparable to the Peloponnesian League and Athens’ Second 

League. 


