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In the mid-fifth century bce, the ruling elites of the cities in Boiotia united
to shape the most sophisticated federal state of the day. Its political frame-
work survives in a text written on papyrus pamphlets that were unearthed
in Egypt, the so-called Hellenika from Oxyrhynchos. This “Boiotian
Superstate” (Cartledge 2000) from the Hellenika Oxyrhynchia responded
to a series of challenges that had a long history in the region. In particular,
it created an equilibrium between the intrinsic interests of separate citizen
communities (poleis) and their sense of belonging together in an ethnos. It
thus recognized both the force of local independence and the desire to
aggregate and act together in politics. The tension between these two forces
was deeply rooted in Boiotia’s history. This chapter discusses the full array
of federal policies which the Boiotians applied to overcome that tension
and unite in a koinon, while at the same time safeguarding the political
integrity of its member-communities.
Geography left the Boiotians with a clearly defined heartland. In the

south, the high ranges of Kithairon, Pastra and Parnes marked the moun-
tainous border with Attica and Megaris. The only direct connecting
passage led through the territory of Oropos; control over Oropos was a
notorious bone of contention between Boiotia and Athens. Towards the
west and north respectively, the foothills of Mt. Parnassos, Messapion, and
Ptoion separated Boiotia from rocky Phokis and Opuntian Lokris. The
only major corridor here ran from Orchomenos – along the Kephisos
valley – to cut through Doris to Anthela in Malis. The sea was omnipre-
sent, but the impenetrable coast line sheltered the inland regions and
emphasized its rural character. Boiotia’s best harbors lined the Euboian
Gulf, including Aulis, Anthedon, and Larymna. In the southwest, the
harbor towns on the Corinthian Gulf – Thisbe, Chorsiai, and Siphai –
were all difficult to access from their hinterland.
The region was divided into two large plains that were separated by the

well-stocked Lake Kopais in the center. The northwestern basin unfolded
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along the Kephisos valley and branched out into the lake. Orchomenos was
the leading city in the northwest, but Chaironeia, Lebadeia, and Koroneia
all developed into formidable urban centers with significant population
figures. The southeastern basin lay under the spell of Thebes. The city was
situated at the northern edge of the Parasopia, the hilly area in southern
Boiotia along the Asopos river. Vicinity to the Asopos attracted other poleis
that all lay within a relatively short distance fromThebes; none of themwas
more than a two-hour horse ride away. Yet they were far enough from
Thebes to go their own ways as separate citizen communities: Thespiai in
the southwest of Thebes, Plataia in the south, and Tanagra to the east.
Thebes itself overlooked two lowland plains stretching northwards. At
their distant edges, they merged into the transition zone between the two
large Boiotian basins. The more western Theban plain stretched out
towards Lake Kopais, with two of the most prominent regional cult places
near the shoreline, the shrine of Onchestos and the sanctuary of Athena
Itonia. From the latter, it was less than five kilometers to Koroneia, and
hence to the northwestern Boiotian basin. The other Theban plain
touched the eastern coast of Lake Kopais, where Mt. Ptoion hit the
lakeshore. Here, too, was an access zone to the other Boiotian basin. It
provided themagnificent site for another sanctuary of regional importance,
the temple precinct of Apollo Ptoios. Effectively, the sites of Boiotia’s most
eminent sanctuaries served both as physical markers that separated the
natural basins and as nodes that facilitated the communication between
them. Geography provided the ethnos with a well-demarcated and struc-
tured space.1

Both basins hosted renowned palaces during the late Bronze Age:
Orchomenos and Thebes. Although the mythical traditions of Erginos
and Herakles as defenders of their respective native communities –
Orchomenos and Thebes – are most likely of a later provenance, they
may well reflect rivalry and competition between both palatial centers in
the later Bronze Age. In one of these legends, after he defeated Erginos in
battle,2 Herakles restored Theban supremacy by clogging the pipes of the
Lake Kopais drainage system and flooding the northwestern basin, an act
that effectively annihilated the economic base of Orchomenos’ power.3

1 For the geography, see Herakleides Kritikos BNJ 369A F I.6–25; Strab. 9.2.1–42; Paus. Book 9;
Philippson and Kirsten 1951: 430–547; Fossey 1988; Farinetti 2011.

2 Schol. Pind. Ol. 14.2; Eur. Herakl. 48–50. 220–221. 560; Isok. 14.10; Diod. 4.10.2–6; Strab. 9,2,40;
Apollod. Bibl. 2.4.11; Paus. 9.17.1–2, 25.4, 26.1, 37.2–3.

3 Diod. 4.18.7; Paus. 9.38.7; Polyain. 1.3.5.

Boiotia and the Boiotian Leagues 133



Competition between Orchomenos and Thebes is also attested in the
Catalog of Ships. The Boiotian contingents come from a large number of
communities in the Catalog (twenty-nine in total: Hom. Il. 2.494–510), yet
Orchemonos is separated from them. It is listed along with Aspledon under
the forces of the Minyans (511–516). But who were the Boiōtoi who are
recorded in the Catalog of Ships? Recent scholarship has dismissed the
traditional view of large-scale movements of tribes and territorial conquest
towards the end of the Bronze Age. Instead, the existence of the various
branches of Hellenic regional tribes is attributed to the dynamic process of
identity-formation in the Archaic Age. The new orthodoxy dissociates the
historical ethnē from their imagined Bronze Age forerunners. The rise of
new aggregative ethnic identities is commonly dated to around 700, if not
slightly earlier, but in light of many regional variations it offers little
promise to postulate a template date that works for all ethnē.4

This does not exclude the possibility of a realignment of the ethnē of
historical times with the remnants from the distant past of the Mycenaean
world, such as surviving monuments, fragments of cultural traditions, or
place-names. For instance, in the seventh century bce, the Mycenaean
ruins at Thebes andOrchomenos will have fueled the idea of ethnic linkage
between the Boiotians of the present day and the glorious past. Legends of
the arrival of the Boiotans and their earliest settlements referred to a place
named Arne as the common homeland of the tribe. Yet references to the
geography of Arne are inconsistent; sometimes it is associated with a
mountain top in Thessaly, sometimes with one in northern Boiotia.
Modern scholars debate if Arne was a place at all.5 It is futile to attempt
to streamline these tales of epic ancestry and extrapolate a ‘true’ core. In a
way this approach misses the point: the rich diversity of the mythical
tradition corresponded with the divergent process of ethnogenesis itself,
which was governed by the interaction of many groups of people from
different backgrounds and with manifold traditions. Some of these groups
undoubtedly consisted of smaller bands of invaders who arrived in the
region from elsewhere (e.g., from Doris, Malis, or Thessaly) and brought
their own narratives of descent with them. Over time, those groups
appropriated tales of a common mythical homeland and tribal pedigree
which was associated with their new collective of Boiōtoi.

4 Kühr 2006; Larson 2007; Kowalzig 2007: 352–391. For the previous view, see Larsen 1968: 28.
5 Hom. Il. 2.507; Hesiod, Shield of Herakles 380–382, 475 and F 218 Merkelbach and West; Strab.
9.2.34–35; Paus. 9.40.5–6; Steph. Byz. s.v. Chairōneia with Fossey 1988: 382–383 and 417–418; see
Bakhuizen 1989: 65–66; Larson 2007: 40–41. 51–52. 63–64.
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It is striking to note that the earliest references to the eponymous hero
Boiotos as common ancestor of the tribe do not predate the sixth century
bce. And, unlike the time-honored myths of Minyans and Kadmeians,
Boiotos and his legendary cycle never attained equal significance, remain-
ing a shadowy figure. When the regional identity of the Boiotian ethnos
took shape, it seems that it did not marginalize the established local
identities as they were in place at Thebes and Orchomenos. While
Boiotos supplemented those identities, he did not supersede them.6

The narratives of tribal unity were augmented by other cultural practices
such as the development of a regional dialect and a more cohesive material
culture.7 But the strongest expression of ethnic togetherness was the
adherence to a set of common cults and sanctuaries.8 The cult place of
Athena Itonia, or Athena Alalkomeneïs near Koroneia became the focal
point of Boiotia’s ethnos religion. As early as the sixth century bce, a festival
was held at the sanctuary which commemorated the settlement of the
Boiōtoi. The trans-regional importance of the temple is already attested by
Alkaios (F 325 Voigt) and Bakchylides (F 15 Snell) who make reference to
musical performances in connection with the festival. Most likely the
celebrations were complemented by horse parades and other processions.9

Along the lakeshore, further to the east, lay the shrine of Poseidon
Onchestios, which in later periods was the administrative center of the
Hellenistic koinon.10 It is difficult to assert the precise role of Onchestos in
the earlier period. Strabo (9.2.33) remarks that it was the place “where the
amphiktyonic council (to amphiktyonikon) usually assembled,” but the
nature of this amphiktyony is obscure.11 The clue probably comes from
Strabo’s characterization of the site as an assembly place. This, in conjunc-
tion with cult activities that are attested at the site from the early eighth
century bce, betrays Onchestos’ role in the communication between the
settlements of the northwestern part of the region and those of the south-
east. Such a role also applied to the third regional sanctuary, the shrine of

6 Hesiod F 219Merkelbach andWest; Asios F 2 Bernabé, PMG; Eur. TGF 5.1 FF 480–496; Korinna F
5 Page, PMG; Hellanikos BNJ 4 F 51; Diod. 4.67.2–6; Strab. 6.1.15; Hyg. Fab. 186 with K. Tümpel,
RE 3.1 (1897) 665 s.v. Boiotos; Bakhuizen 1989: 69; A. Schachter, DNP 2 (1997) 739 s.v. Boiotos;
Kühr 2006: 262–263; Larson 2007: 17–30. For Orchomenos as Minyan settlement, see Larsen 1968:
39–40.

7 For the Boiotian dialect see Vottéro 1998-; Larson 2007: 111–127. The meaning of a common
material culture for ethnogenesis is of course highly debated, see Hall 1997: 182; contra, Morgan
2003: 17 and 211.

8 Schachter 1981–1994.
9 See Schachter 1981–1994: 1.117–27; Larson 2007: 133–136. 161–162; Benchimol 2008; Ganter 2013.
10 History of the shrine and sanctuary: Schachter 1976; 1981–1994: 2.208–221; Crudden 2001: 109–110.
11 Guillon 1963: 93; Tausend 1992: 27; Snodgrass 1982: 670. 689–690.
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Apollo Ptoios near Akraiphnion. The oracle and sanctuary at the Ptoion
ranked among the most widely known cult places in the sixth century bce.
Its prominence is documented not only by a large number of dedications –
many of them of non-Boiotian provenance – but also by the attestation of
visitors to the oracle hailing from various backgrounds.12By the second half
of the sixth century, control over the sanctuary was contested between the
Akraiphnians and the Thebans, and the latter seem to have gained posses-
sion of the precinct. Henceforth, the shrine marked the outmost boundary
of the Theban chōra.13

The Ptoion offers an exciting glimpse of the various and sometimes
divergent forces that drove the process of ethnogenesis. On the one hand,
as the quarrel between Thebes and Akraiphnion indicates, control over any
of the three regional sanctuaries could become instrumental in a polis’
claim for leadership. The controversy over the supervision of the sanctuary
thus speaks volumes to the rivalries between the rising citizen communities
in the late Archaic period. Each of those poleis developed a strong sense of
local identity and, avant la lettre, autonomy. On the other hand, excava-
tions at the Ptoion brought early appearances of the regional ethnic Boiōtoi
to light. Several dedications to Athena Pronaia were complemented by
inscriptions that list the Boiōtoi as dedicators. Although the body of
evidence itself raises various problems, it speaks to the fact that the
dedicators of these offerings identified themselves as a new collective. In
this sense, the Ptoion documents the rising sense of ethnic togetherness
among the Boiōtoi in the sixth century bce.14

The literary sources complement the picture. The driving theme of
ancient historiography is warfare, hence it is no surprise that the narrative
tradition captures the early Boiotians through the lens of the wars they
fought. In later sources, a seminal battle between Boiotians and Thessalians
is attested for the first half of the sixth century bce. The details of this battle
at Keressos are difficult to assess: allegedly it was a decisive Boiotian victory,
but the tradition is glossed with a great deal of ethnic pride and self-esteem.
Yet the very notion of hostile conflict between Boiotians and Thessalians
lends credibility. Most likely, both groups were staking their claim to the
mountain region between them, along with its adjacent plains. The

12 See Hdt. 8.135 on the famous visit by Mys from Karia. Other attested consulters include the
Athenians Alkmeonides (IG i3 1469) and Hipparchos (IG i3 1470).

13 For the history of the sanctuary and its cults see the overview in Schachter 1981–1994: 1.52–73.
14 See Ducat 1971: 396 no. 249; 409 no. 257; 419 no. 269a; cf. also 448 n. 5. Tripod dedications are

discussed by Guillon 1943 and Papalexandrou 2008: 259–260. For recent discussions of the inscrip-
tions see Larson 2007: 131–133; Ganter 2013 and Beck 2014.
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controversy was most likely carried out by means of persistent raids and
protracted warfare. In the later tradition, these skirmishes were condensed
into an epic field battle.15

In Herodotus’ Histories, the concerted action of the Boiotians
becomes clearer. In a celebrated passage, Herodotus relates that the
Thebans led an attack against Plataia in 519 bce in an attempt to compel
the Plataians “to partake in the Boiōtoi” (6.108.5). A few years later, in 506
bce, the Boiotians, along with the Spartans and others, partook in a
campaign against Athens. Although the Boiotians raided some smaller
villages in the vicinity of Eleusis, the overall mission failed. In an
inscription that accompanied their victory dedication on the Akropolis
that is quoted verbatim by Herodotus, the Athenians boasted about
defeating the “Boiotian ethnos” (5.77.4).16 Later on, Herodotus refers
to the leading officials of the Boiotians as boiotarchs (9.15.1, in 479 bce),
and he also implies that the Boiotians held a common assembly in which
their joint agenda was debated (5.79.2). The outline of concerted action
in Herodotus is augmented by Thucydides, who speaks of an “ancestral
constitution of all Boiotians”17 at the time of the Theban attack on
Plataia.
The nature of this Boiotian union has long puzzled scholars. It is argued

by some that Herodotus’ Boiōtoi formed a federal state, a koinon or a
prototype of such a league.18 Others advance the idea of a symmachia, a
purely military alliance that was established at the turn of the century or
earlier.19Most recently, it was held that this first Boiotian League should be
considered as an exclusively cultic organization.20 The problem relates to
the general conceptualization of federalism in the late Archaic period.
More specifically, previous attempts to grasp the nature of Boiotia’s earliest
league suffer from the tacit assumption of exclusion: each of the inter-
pretations mentioned above prioritizes one aspect of integration, while
downgrading others; and sometimes those other facets are altogether
dismissed, or excluded. Consequently, integration is understood as

15 Plut. Mor. 866e–f; Cam. 19.4; Paus. 9.14.2–3 with Schachter 1989: 81; Beck 1997: 109–110; Corsten
1999: 50 with n. 90.

16 The sketchy fragments are published in M&L no. 15, with commentary. A new kioniskos inscription
from Thebes (editio princeps by Aravantinos 2006) now sheds additional light on this incident.

17 3.66.1; see also 3.65.2.
18 See Roesch 1965a: 34–36 (with caution); Larsen 1968: 28–29; Buck 1979: 124; Knoepfler 1992: 422;

Mafodda 1999: 101–102. Beck 1997: 87 calls it a “prototype of a Boiotian League.”
19 Busolt and Swoboda 1926: 1412; Ducat 1973: 59–73; Tausend 1992: 26–34; see also Schachter,

forthcoming, who speaks of “a coalition of bodies sharing a common purpose.”
20 Larson 2007: 170. 182.
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something that might be charted in separate trajectories: integration in a
tribe, in a cult, in military affairs, or in diplomacy and politics.21

A more inclusionary approach is preferable. In late Archaic Boiotia, and
elsewhere in Greece, the inherent concepts of ethnic identities, politics,
and religion all developed simultaneously, and they were closely interre-
lated. Herodotus’Histories reflect how the Boiotians, by the second half of
the sixth century bce, had emerged as an ethnic group whose members
forged all-new means of political exchange with one another. Each city
fostered its own offices, assemblies, and other local institutions. At the
same time, the affairs of all Boiōtoi were debated in a common assembly
which most likely met in one of the regional sanctuaries, or in Thebes. Like
the attested polis-assemblies of the day, it was probably attended by the
warrior elites of the participating cities.
The close cooperation between poleis is also attested by a large volume of

coin emissions that bear the Boiotian shield on the obverse and incuse-
stamped monograms with the initial of the minting polis on the reverse.
Uniformity in weight and style indicate a significant degree of coordina-
tion between the communities that used them. This first Boiotian coinage
comes from the southeastern basin only, so Orchomenos and the other
cities of the northwest apparently stood apart from the coordinating efforts
behind those emissions.22

The new discovery of an inscribed bronze sheet from a public treasury in
Thebes confirms the existence of the office of boiotarch at the time,
independently from Herodotus (see above).23 Thebes evidently played
the most important role in this early league, but the very office of boiotarchs
(“Rulers of Boiotia”) captures both its broader regional notion and the
commitment to collective action. Towards the end of the sixth century
bce, tribal togetherness and common cults gave rise to institutions that
were shaped for the conduct of politics. The Boiōtoi had begun to merge
into a nascent federal state.24

21 See, e.g., the inspiring contributions of Sourvinou-Inwood and Schmitt-Pantel in Murray and Price
1990; more recently, Freitag, Funke, and Haake 2006; see also Funke and Haake 2013, which fleshes
out the intersection of political and religious integration, and Beck, forthcoming, on the case of
Boiotia in particular.

22 Head 1911: 295–296; Kraay 1976: 109–10; Buck 1972; Ducat 1973: 61–62; and now the detailed
analysis by Mackil/van Alfen 2006: 226–231; Larson 2007: 67–109.

23 The text is yet unpublished but the bronze sheet is on display in the museum at Thebes. A
photographic reproduction is available on pages 166–167 in the museum catalog which is accessible
online via the Electronic Library of the Latsis Foundation: www.latsis-foundation.org/en/elibrary/1/
64/book.html.

24 See the conclusions by Kühr 2006: 309–313.
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The Persian War posed a huge challenge to that union. Geography put
Boiotia in the center of affairs. On their march south, once they had passed
Thermopylai, the Persian forces naturally headed for Boiotia, which pro-
vided the obvious route towards Athens and the Peloponnese. The
Boiotian plains further offered an ideal location for the base camp of the
Persian army. Faced with a seemingly omnipotent invader, the arrival of
the Persians in Thessaly in late July 480 bce caused a deep divide among
the Boiōtoi. The Thespians sent out their entire citizen force to join the
Greek army at Thermopylai, 700 hoplites in total, while the Thebans sent
400 men. Other Boiotian cities dispatched no troops at all.25 After
Thermopylai, the Thebans and the other Boiotians submitted to the
Great King (as did virtually every other city and tribe in Central Greece)
“except the Thespians and Plataians” (Hdt. 7.132.1). In the following year,
at Plataia, the Thespians again fought in the Greek army while the other
Boiotians staunchly supported the Persian side (Hdt. 9.67–9).
Throughout these events, each of the Boiotian poleis took its own stance

vis-à-vis Persia. Submission to the Great King was made city by city, not by
the Boiotian League. If the Boiotian assembly met in those troubled years,
it is doubtful whether it had the authority to impose adherence to a joint
course of action. As mentioned earlier, Herodotus references the office of
boiotarchs before the Battle of Plataia (9.15.1), but the traits of their board
are unclear. The college might have included aristocratic leaders from cities
other than Thebes, but it appears that the boiotarchia was driven more by
the ambition to speak for all Boiōtoi than by their actual cooperation. The
overall impression is that the ruling elites at Thebes and elsewhere strove to
coordinate their military actions on the battlefield, but the Boiotians were
still far away from a league that united their entire tribe.
The experience of the Persian War threw many cities in a state of

disarray. The legacy of medism further cut the ties between citizens.
Various poleis opened their citizen registers in the years after 479 bce to
compensate for their losses in the war. In Thebes and Orchomenos, many
aristocratic leaders were executed or driven into exile. A judgement from
Olympia from the mid-470s showcases how the Boiōtoi, as an entire ethnos,

25 Hdt. 7.202, 205, 222, 233. Following Herodotus’ tradition on the medism of Thebes, it is often
inferred that the size of the city’s contingent at Thermopylai (400, usually considered as small)
supports the idea of a lukewarm commitment to the Hellenic cause. But note that various peer cities
sent similar contingents: Corinth 400 men, Tegea and Mantineia each 500 (Hdt. 7.202). The
Theban detachment appears small only in hindsight. Plut. Herod. malig. 32 turns the anti-Theban
sentiment of Herodotus’ account upside down and claimed that those 400 Thebans were true
patriots who had fought independently of the city’s pro-Persian regime, volunteering for the Greek
cause.
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became the target of certain accusations and were levied with a fine; the
“Thespians and their dependents,” on the other hand, were exempt from
the penalty. Although the details of the affair remain nebulous, the divid-
ing lines between medizers and pro-Hellenic cities such as Thespiai clearly
shine through.26 The Thebans in particular, in the eyes of their fellow
Greeks, were stigmatized as traitors to the Hellenic cause. Pindar records
that the Boiotians were commonly disparaged as “swine,”27 which might
not necessarily have been caused by their stance in the PersianWar after all.
But the legacy of medism didn’t help to improve the image of the Boiōtoi
either.
On the other side, such collective reviling from outside might have

brought the Boiotians closer together. For instance, the Orchomenians
were undoubtedly considered medizers, and so Orchomenos was as
exposed to anti-Boiotian slander as Thebes.28 Around the same time as
the judgement from Olympia, a dedication made at Delphi attests to a
certain Epiddalos who proudly identifies himself as a “Boiotian from
Orchomenos.”29 The circumstances are again obscure. But the inscription
reveals that the citizens of Orchomenos had no troubles associating them-
selves with the Boiōtoi, despite their infamous reputation. It occurs that
Orchomenos, in the aftermath of the Persian War, had fully arrived in
Boiotia, as it were, and that the Boiotians in general had come together
more closely.
The importance of this move revealed itself a few decades later. In 447

bce, a group of exiles seized the city of Orchomenos and its satellite
Chaironeia. The rebels were later remembered as ‘Orchomenizers’ but
their group was larger than the term implies. One of their leaders
came from Thebes and the band was joined by like-minded Boiotians
and also oligarchic cliques from Euboia and Lokris.30 The goal of the
‘Orchomenizers’ was to drive out the pro-Athenian factions from Boiotia
that had been put in place as a result of the Battle of Oinophyta ten years
earlier (457 bce). In an attempt to confine the uprising to western Boiotia,
the Athenians, in the spring of 446, sent out a thousand hoplites to check
on Orchomenos. They quickly captured Chaironeia, but Orchomenos
itself proved too difficult to tackle. Their main force then fell back to
Haliartos to wait for reinforcements. But the rebels moved quickly.

26 SEG 31.358 = E&R no. 60. Minon 2007: 104–112 offers an in-depth discussion on the date and
circumstances.

27 Pind. Ol. 6.89–90; cf. Schol. Pind. Ol. 6.152. 28 See Hdt. 9.16.
29 FdD 3.1.574; Larson 2007: 147–9; Beck, forthcoming.
30 Plut. Ages. 19.2; see Dull 1977: 313. Exiles from Lokris and Euboia are mentioned in Thuc. 1.113.2.
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Somewhere in the neighborhood of Koroneia,31 near the sanctuary of
Athena Itonia, the Athenian army was ambushed and annihilated.32

Koroneia altered the political landscape of Central Greece. On the battle-
field, it effectively ended the First Peloponnesian War, paving the way to
the conclusion of the Thirty Years’ Peace between Athens and Sparta only a
few months later. In Boiotia, it inspired the local elites from both sides of
Lake Kopais to found an entirely new koinon.
The main challenge was to conceive a league structure that married the

deeply rooted sense of local self-governance to the equally forceful desire to
unite. To achieve this, Boiotia’s ruling oligarchs developed a political
arithmetic that strove for the proportional representation of league mem-
bers in the central government. The most basic assumption of this was the
division of the region into artificially created districts,merē, which covered
all of Boiotia. These districts are often understood as territorial subdivi-
sions, yet the defining criterion of ameros was not, at least in the first place,
its borders and the division of the land, but rather the idea was that each
district comprised roughly the same number of citizens. Effectively, once
the associated privileges and duties of merē were determined, their impact
on the citizens of each district was distributed more or less evenly. When
citizens were actually grouped into merē, this was done according to local
provenance so that the citizens of one polis were all in the same district, or
they shared in a district with citizens from one or more neighboring cities.
By implication, this provided districts with a certain territorial outlook and
geographical coherence, while in nature they remained citizen-bound.33

According to the Oxyrhynchos historian, the number ofmerē amounted
to eleven in 395 bce. In his digression on league affairs in Boiotia, the
unknown author offers an assiduous list of their distribution (Hell. ox.
19.2–4 Chambers): Thebes occupied a total of four districts, two for the
city itself and two for the satellite communities of Plataia, Skolos, Erythrai,
and Skaphai. Orchomenos and Hyettos held two districts; Thespiai with
Eutresis and Thisbe two; Tanagra one. The remaining districts were shared
by three communities on the southern flank of Lake Kopais: Haliartos,

31 The exact site of the battle is unknown. Plut. Ages. 19.2 says it was near the temple of Athena Itonia,
which complements Paus. 1.27.5, who claims that the Athenians were on their way to Haliartos.
Most likely, the encounter took place near modern Alalkomenai: Gomme 1956: 338; Bowra 1938: 32;
see Buckler 1996/2008: 60–62 on the topography of the second battle at Koroneia in 395 bce.

32 Sources for the battle: Thuc. 1.113.1; Diod. 12.6; cf. Hellanikos FGrH 4 F 81; Plut. Per. 18.2. The term
‘Orchomenizers’ appears in Steph. Byz. s.v.Chairōneia. Under the same entry the Boiotian historian
Aristophanes is cited (BNJ 379), who will have dealt with the issue in some detail. The fallen
Athenians were honored in the epigram IG i2 410.

33 On the nature and principle of merē, see also Corsten 1999.
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Lebadeia, and Koroneia held one district, while a series of smaller poleis
from the opposite coast line, Akraiphnion, Kopais, and Chaironeia, held
another.34

Such a distribution implied a stark dominance of the Thebans who
controlled four out of eleven districts, which is hard to believe in the early
years of the league after the battle of Koroneia. TheHellenika Oxyrhynchia
also attests to the possibility of the adjustment of districts over time, so the
high stakes held by the Thebans in 395 might have resulted from several
changes along the way. Indeed, the historian reports that the two Theban
districts that were administered for satellite settlements also included other
places in the Parasopia “that previously cooperated with one another in
politics [sympoliteuomenōn] but at the time [in 395 bce] were subject to
Thebes [syntelountōn eis tas Thēbas]” (Hell. ox. 19.3 Chambers). The oppo-
sition between their previous status as communities who conducted their
affairs as independent parties and their new role as Theban subjects, betrays
a shift in political conditions. For Plataia, such a shift is attested for the
early years of the Peloponnesian War, when the Thebans annexed the city
in 427 (see below, p. 145). With Plataia, Erythrai and the other settlements
of the Parasopia came under Theban control too. Skolos, on the other
hand, must have been associated with Thebes all along, but when the
Thebans absorbed two additional districts, the village might have been
assigned to the newly established meros in the Parasopia.35 The evident
conclusion is that the number of Theban districts was two, rather than
four, in the years after Koroneia, putting Thebes on a par with
Orchomenos. Such an arrangement must have been much more appre-
ciated by the involved parties, reflecting the overall spirit of conciliation
after the attack of the ‘Orchomenizers’. Nevertheless, the case of the
Theban merē illustrates that the federal constitution was receptive to
power shifts within the koinon, and that districts might be reshaped or
their citizen bodies be reshuffled over time to keep the league’s arithmetic
intact.36

The meros structure provided the backbone for the integration of cities.
Each district sent 60 councilmen and one boiotarch to the central

34 See Beck 1997: 92–93, Corsten 1999: 27–31, and Cartledge 2000 on the geographic distribution. On
Hyettos, which is variously identified with Hysiai, see Gonzales 2006: 39–43.

35 Erythrai and other communities:Hell. ox. 20.3Chambers. The lands of the Parasopia were leased out
to Theban citizens, see Thuc. 3.68.3. Skolos: Hansen 2004: 452.

36 In similar vein, Chaironeia was moved from the district of Orchomenos (with which it was
associated in 424 bce: Thuc. 4.76.3) to form a meros with Akraiphnion and Kopais. The threefold
district along the northern and western shores of Lake Kopais might have been inaugurated only at
that time.
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government. In sharedmerē, such as the district of Haliartos, Lebadeia, and
Koroneia, the total number of councilmen was divided amongst cities and
a boiotarch was sent in turn. Koroneia thus provided 20 bouleutai each
year and one boiotarch every three years, while Thebes delegated 240
councilors and 4 boiotarchs in any given year. Each division further sent
1,000 hoplites and 100 cavalry to the federal army, and an unspecified
number of jurors. The daily expenses of bouleutai (and most likely, jurors)
were dispersed directly by the cities. Fixed contributions and taxes were
paid to the federal treasury per meros; the financial burden imposed on the
district of Orchomenos, therefore, doubled that of Tanagra.37

The integration of league members into the koinonwas further strength-
ened through parallel political procedures at the local and the federal level.
Within each city, the citizens were divided into four local councils (boulai),
each of which met independently and deliberated about politics before the
agenda was passed to the other three. A final decision was made only if
the motion was approved by all four councils. In the federal government,
the same principle of quadripartite councils was in place. The league
council of 660 bouleutai was divided into 4 sub-councils of 165 members
each.38 According to Thucydides, those sub-councils embodied the
“supreme authority” (5.38.2), which implies that, while in principle they
operated independently from one another, the final approval of all four was
necessary to pass a resolution. Again, the political arithmetic was key. The
figure of 165 members per sub-council did not match with contingents of
60 bouleutai (or multiples thereof) as delegated per meros. What follows is
that the councilors in each of the four federal boulai came from different
cities and districts; hence, in the highest decision-making body of the
league, the local background of councilors and, consequently, their home-
town loyalties were outweighed by an arrangement that mingled citizens
from all over the region and regrouped them into artificial units of 165.
Some have conjectured that the 60 federal councilors that were assigned to
each district were selected from their local citizenries by lot.39 If such a
sortition was indeed in place, it would be obvious to assume that the
distribution of 660 federal bouleutai amongst four sub-councils was equally
performed by the drawing of lots.

37 The provisions are attested inHell. ox. 19.4Chambers. After Larsen’s chapter on the Boiotian League
of that period (1968: 33–40), some of the more detailed contributions include the relevant sections in
Salmon 1978; Demand 1982; Beck 1997; Corsten 1999; Cartledge 2000; Mafodda 2000; Bearzot
2009.

38 For sub-councils in the cities: Hell. ox. 19.2 Chambers; in the league: Thuc. 5.38.2.
39 See for example Swoboda 1910: 322; Salmon 1978: 170; Beck 1997: 91–92.
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The final tool of political integration was provided by a robust federal
citizenship. The composition of the federal council indicates that the
koinon empowered all citizens to partake in league affairs and shape its
policy, independently from their local background. At the same time, the
very basic definition of citizenship, and the acquisition of full citizenship
rights, were left to procedures that were in the hands of each polis. The
Oxyrhynchos historian relates that a certain wealth qualification was in
place to obtain active citizen status (Hell. ox. 19.2Chambers). Other groups
of individuals (artisans, merchants) were excluded from the conduct of
politics by law.40 All the while, the pay for federal councilors suggests that
the minimum economic requirements were not too high. In Thucydides’
words, the Boiotian constitution was an oligarchia isonomos, a well-gov-
erned “oligarchy under equal laws.”41 In his concluding remarks on the
Boiotian League, the Oxyrhynchos historian (Hell. ox. 19.4 Chambers)
declares that the constitution enabled the “entire tribe” (ethnos holon) to
come together in politics. The true value of the federal venture was that the
ethnos and koinon had become one.
In everyday politics, Boiotian federalism stood the test of time. For five

decades after 446, the league constitution provided the frame of reference
that governed the political cooperation of the Boiotian communities.
Much of that success resulted from the fact that federalism favored the
larger cities of the region and their economies. It was already noted above
that the leading poleis tended to dominate the smaller settlements and
villages (komai) of their hinterland. The judgement from Olympia men-
tioned earlier states that the Thespians ruled over several dependent
villages, and the literary sources offer corresponding documentation on a
similar rule of Thebes and Orchomenos over their respective country-
side.42 This specific form of dependency was labeled synteleia, which
signaled a degree of economic subjugation of smaller villages and farm-
steads under the leadership of the urban center.43 When the federal merē
were established after 446, the exercise of syntelic power was somewhat

40 Arist. Pol. 1278a25.
41 Thuc. 3.62.3. A hoplite census for political participation is attested inHell. ox. 19.2 Chambers; Xen.

Hell. 5.4.9; see Busolt and Swoboda 1926: 1416. In analogy with (Arist.) Ath. Pol. 30.2, it is very likely
that at the local level all citizens were distributed among the four city councils, see Larsen 1968:
33–34.

42 Thespians: SEG 31.358 = E&R no. 60 (above n. 26). Orchomenos: Thuc. 4.76.3. Thebes: Thuc.
4.93.4; 7.29.3–30.4; Hell. ox. 19.3 Chambers; Plin. nat. 4.8 with Bakhuizen 1994: Appendix 1; Beck
1997: 208–210.

43 See Bakhuizen 1994; Gonzales 2006; see also Chapter 13 by Thomas Heine Nielsen below for the
attestion of syntelic dominions in Arkadia.
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formalized, with the main powers in each district showing little, if any,
concern for the participation of their surrounding villages in politics, while
at the same time drawing on their agricultural resources. The meros
structure thus patronized the large urban centers. It acknowledged their
desire to act as local leaders who ruled over an extended countryside.
But this tendency also brought with it the most immediate threat to

federalism. Thebes had always played a prominent role in Boiotian affairs.
Although its initial representation in the federal government was on par
with Orchomenos, Thebes was the eminent party. The federal council met
on the Kadmeia, which was also the seat of the federal treasury. The
emission of a federal coinage in that period, too, was under the aegis of
the Thebans.44 To be sure, the mechanics of proportional representation
curbed Thebes’ domination of the league, since this protected the voicing
of non-Theban interests at any time. But, in addition to its function as
capital city, Thebes possessed the largest manpower and the strongest
economy; and its citizens showed the most outspoken determination to
lead the koinon.
In 427, after a five-year siege, the city of Plataia surrendered to the

Thebans. The Plataians were slaughtered or enslaved and their chōra
divided into land leases that were handed out to Theban citizens. Plataia
had not been a member of the Boiotan League up to that point, but the
annexation gave Thebes the opportunity to initiate a reshaping of the
federal districts in the southeast.45 As a result of this, Theban shares in
the league doubled; for the first time since the league’s inauguration, the
parity between Thebes and Orchomenos was abandoned. Only four years
later, in 423, the Thebans attacked Thespiai and dismantled its city walls on
the grounds of Thespiai’s alleged leanings towards Athens. Thespiai con-
tinued to exercise control over two federal districts, but effectively the city
had come under the leadership of Thebes. Thucydides (4.133.1) claims that
the Thebans had always wanted to reduce Thespiai; it is likely that the
grudges between both cities continued to be fueled by their previous
opposition in the Persian War. More importantly, the subjugation of
Thespiai implied that the Thebans, at that point, influenced the vote of
six out of eleven federal districts, thus controlling the absolute majority in
the affairs of the koinon.

44 Council and treasury: Hell. ox. 19.4 Chambers. Coinage: Head 1881 and 1911: 349–350; Kraay 1976:
111; Psoma and Tsangari 2003: 113.

45 The surrender of Plataia in 427 bce, reported at 3.52, is a key moment in Book 3 of Thucydides’
work. See Hornblower 1991–2008: 1.442–466.
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During the PeloponnesianWar (431–404 bce), such a transformation of
the league was covered by extraordinary circumstances; in a way, the
persistent fighting made such a shift possible, and it silenced the growing
disaffection in Boiotia with Thebes’ heavy-handed leadership. If the con-
federacy survived the PeloponnesianWar largely intact, this had to do with
the many compromises and concessions that warfare extracted from every-
one. All the same, by 404 it had become unmistakably clear that it was next
to impossible to articulate a common voice that spoke for all Boiotians.
Theban leadership ambitions notwithstanding, the most imminent threat
to a compromise came from factional strife among different federal parties
that favored different alliances in foreign policy. Immediately after the war,
numerous cities in Boiotia were discontented with the concluding peace
orchestrated by Sparta. In 395, the Thebans finally led the league into a
military alliance with Corinth, Argos, and Athens, to fight against their
former allies the Spartans. The stretch was too much for the other
Boiotians. As a consequence, in the first year of the Corinthian War,
Orchomenos took the opportunity to secede from the league and ally
with Sparta. Once again, the front lines of war cut through Boiotia.
With Orchomenos detached from the rest, and persistent pro-Spartan
sentiments in other cities, the “rump leagueˮ gradually degenerated into
a federal farce.46 In 386 bce, as a result of the King’s Peace, the Boiotian
League was disbanded. Outside of Thebes, the move was met with little
resistance. Indeed, many Boiotians greeted the dissolution with joy.
The King’s Peace stipulated that “the Greek cities, both small and great,

should be left independent” (Xen. Hell. 5.1.31). The call for autonomia
became the new benchmark, or “life principle” (Jehne 1994), of a polis’
political integrity as a state. In the following years, the demand for autonomy
was directed against various forms of political alliances, including some
federal leagues. Due to their opposition to Sparta, Thebes and the Boiotian
League were naturally exposed to the workings of the King’s Peace, and the
power politics that came with it. Although the Spartans were not officially
mandated by the Persian king to implement the terms of the peace, victory in
the Corinthian War, along with the strong determination to exercise leader-
ship, put them in the driver’s seat. After the dissolution of the Boiotian
League, the governance of Thebes was put into the hands of a college of three
polemarchoi who oversaw the affairs of the city council, the boulē. But local
affairs had been charged with factionalism and civic strife ever since the
concluding years of the Peloponnesian War. As soon as the Boiotian League

46 See Funke 1980; Cook 1988; Buck 1994: 27–43.
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was gone, those party rivalries reached a new level. In 382, one of the leading
parties formed around a certain Leontiades saw no other way to prevail other
than to stage a coup. With the support of a Spartan contingent that was
instrumental to their plan, Leontiades had his main opponents killed or
exiled. Backed by a Spartan garrison that was stationed in the Kadmeia, his
party then ruled over their fellow Thebans “like tyrants” (Xen. Hell. 5.4.1).
Although this might not be taken literally, it nevertheless highlights the idea
that Thebes had moved towards a more rigid oligarchic regime which rested
on marginal popular consent – and heavily on support from Sparta. In other
Boiotian cities, similar regimes rose to power.47

In the winter of 379, a band of exiles returned to Thebes to overthrow
Leontiades’ junta. The conspirators entered the city in disguise and slaugh-
tered the figureheads of the regime while they were feasting. Leontiades was
struck down in his house. The rebels next called out their fellow Thebans
from their homes to assemble them in a hastily convoked meeting at which
four boiotarchs were elected. The boiotarchs led the final assault against
the Spartan garrison in the Kadmeia.48 The message was unmistakable: the
election of boiotarchs in a citizen assembly and the prompt strike against the
Spartans made it clear that the rebels had conceived of their coup both as
an attempt to re-launch the Boiotian League and as a war of independence
from outside domination. Both these goals were pursued with remarkable
force over the next years, and also met with unique success.
The great architects of this policy were Epameinondas and Pelopidas.

Under their leadership, over the course of the next three years all Spartan
garrisons were expelled from their fortresses in eastern Boiotia. In 376, the
focus was shifted towards Orchomenos, which was stripped of its foreign
protection after the Spartans were defeated in battle near the village of
Tegyra (375). Meanwhile, the Thebans had joined the renascent Athenian
League in 378 to back up their position vis-à-vis Sparta, a policy that paid
off in full when Thebes’ Boiotian policy was recognized at the renewal
conference of the King’s Peace at Athens in the fall of 375. But the Thebans
did not leave it there. In 373, they razed the walls of Thespiai and Tanagra;
both cities were forced into the Theban syntely. Shortly thereafter, Plataia
was destroyed and its inhabitants driven into exile.49 When the Spartans

47 For the situation in Thebes in the aftermath of the King’s Peace, see Roesch 1965a: 158–162; Beck
1997: 96–97; Buckler 2008: 71–78. In Tanagra, a certain Hypatodoros rose to power: Xen. Hell.
5.4.49.

48 See Buckler 1980: 16–17; Buck 1994: 72–80.
49 See Buckler 1979/2008 and 1995/2008; Buck 1994 81–100; see Tuplin 1986 on Thespiai, Tanagra and

Plataia.
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protested against this policy at the Common Peace conference in Sparta in
371, the diplomatic falling-out with the leading delegation from Thebes
paved the way to another pitched battle. In July 371, the Theban army won
a crushing victory over the Spartans and their allies at Leuktra, in the
vicinity of Thespiai. The campaign was so impressive, and Sparta’s defeat
so humiliating, that it soon gave rise to traditions of heroic deeds and all
sorts of legendary stratagems. Whatever the long-term significance of
Leuktra was, in the summer of 371 the road was clear for the Thebans to
shape affairs in Boiotia the way they envisioned.50

As mentioned before, the intention to re-launch the Boiotian League
was stated as early as when the Theban rebels delivered the final blow
against the Spartan garrison in the city citadel. When the league took shape
over the next years in the war of Boiotian independence, this meant that
much of its outlook was impacted by the military agenda of the day. The
first implication of this was that the Theban primary assembly of citizens
grew to become the ultimate decision-making body in Boiotian affairs. It is
difficult to say how the local assembly at Thebes related to a Boiotian
assembly held at Thebes; presumably, citizens from other cities were not
excluded from the assembly when a Boiotian agenda arose. But the quest
for a strict, legal separation between two assemblies is futile, if not counter-
intuitive. The new league was exposed to a very different dynamic than the
earlier koinon. Its engine was the primary assembly at Thebes, in which
Theban citizens always held a majority. Equally, for as much as can be said,
there was no federal boulē. The probouleutic functions of the Boiotian
League were absorbed, and carried out by, the city council of Thebes.51

The second implication of the war with Sparta showed itself in the league’s
decidedly democratic character. The popular assembly was open to all citi-
zens, including those of lower classes and those with little property. Decisions
were made by a show of hands. In the same manner, the assembly elected an
executive college of seven boiotarchs, who were now vested with greater
authority.52 The question of the composition of their board has given rise
to the speculation that the concept of territorial districts might have been
revived in some way and the boiotarchs consequently represented federalmerē.
The idea builds on the observation that the names of two boiotarchs from
Tanagra andThespiai survive in an inscription that dates from the second half
of the fourth century bce; hence, epigraphy attests to two non-Theban

50 Road to Leuktra and campaign: Buckler 1980: 46–69; Buck 1994: 101–114.
51 For the organization of this league, see Larsen 1968: 175–180; Beck 1997: 100–106; Buckler 2000/

2008.
52 The role of the boiotarchs is fleshed out by Larsen 1968: 177 and Beck 1997: 102.
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officials at some point in the later history of the league.53 If the document
really belongs to this period of the confederacy, it clearly speaks to an
exceptional context. For as much as can be said about the local origins of
boiotarchs in the three decades after 379 bce, all other leading league officials
apparently came fromThebes.More importantly, the attestation of boiotarchs
from a city other than Thebes does not automatically imply the existence of
federal districts. The inclusion of those officials might have simply resulted
from the need to make ad hoc concessions to communities such as Thespiai
and Tanagra at a time when Thebes’ power had already begun to falter. With
no further evidence at hand, the question of districts is hard to assess. But the
energy the Thebans displayed in the war of independence, along with the
dazzling degree of their success, points to a league concept that differed
significantly from its predecessors. The koinon had started off as a Theban
enterprise, and the Thebans, in their primary assembly, took a grip on steering
the league through the hazards of war with Sparta.
During the successful campaigns against Spartan strongholds for most

of the 370s, the Thebans managed to win popular support in each of the
Boiotian cities that were liberated from foreign domination. After Leuktra,
the Thebans established a new pan-Boiotian festival, the so-called Basileia,
which fully captured the spirit of victory and unity under the aegis of
Thebes. The games, over which the Thebans presided, quickly grew into
an event that drew much attention and recognition throughout the region.
Held in Lebadeia in close vicinity to the road to Delphi, they boasted of
Theban success and prowess.54 While the Basileia furthered Thebes’ repu-
tation among many fellow Boiotians, the festival must have also provoked
Orchomenos, which remained the last stronghold of insubordination in
Boiotia. In 364, when the quarrels with Orchomenos openly resurfaced,
the Thebans destroyed the city and drove its inhabitants into exile, thereby
also cementing Theban power in the northwest.55

Towards the end of the decade and in the 360s, the policy of unification
by force was complemented by a large-scale fortification program that
included walls, coordinated defenses, and systems of communication to
safeguard the region from foreign invasion. This program was also aug-
mented by the attempt to fortify the Boiotian harbors and embark on an
extensive naval project.56 Survey archaeology reveals an unparalleled

53 SEG 25.553; see Knoepfler 2000: 351–364. A later date has been proposed for the inscription, see SEG
32.476, 1 486).

54 See Schachter 1994. 55 Diod. 15.79.3–6; Paus. 9.15.3; Buckler 1980: 184.
56 The principal literary source for the naval project is Diod. 15.79.1; see also Isok. 5.53; Plut. Philopoim.

14; Aischin. 2.105. A proxeny decree for Epaminondas from Knidos casts further light on this, see
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increase both in urban and rural population figures at around the mid-
fourth century, which betrays the effectiveness of those fortification mea-
sures and their impact on agricultural productivity. Effectively, Boiotia was
turned into a regional fortress, with a strong military, a large number of
citizens, and extensive agricultural production.57Thebes was at the heart of
this fortress, and the new koinon was designed as a compact league that
united the region under its leadership. Yet despite the prevalence of direct
politics and the league’s seemingly monolithic character, the integration of
Boiotia was laid out as a political endeavor that united the Boiotian ethnos,
rather than simply subordinating it to Thebes. The revival of the boio-
tarchia put the league in the tradition of earlier integration projects,
and the pan-Boiotian sentiment also resonated in the federal citizenship,
empowering all Boiotian citizens to participate in league affairs at Thebes.
Federal decrees, usually issued by the “damos of the Boiotians,” further
attest to the creation of a federal archōn who exercised eponymous func-
tions. The new Boiotian League thus amalgamated the workings of ethnos-
integration and the ambition of a single polis to take the lead in this process.
It was built both on the ideas of hegemonic leadership and of regional
integration.
The Battle of Chaironeia (338 bce) once again changed the direction of

federalism in Boiotia. Although only a tight victory of Philip’s forces on the
battlefield, it impacted the development of Greek interstate affairs more
deeply than its participants might have thought. In Boiotia, where the
battle took place, it totally reconfigured the framework in which the federal
koinon operated. On the one hand, it reset Theban power ambitions in
Boiotia; no matter what Thebes’ role was in the future, it became obvious
very quickly that the city’s leadership days were over. In terms of power
politics, the league had lost its engine. On the other hand, the koinon
was forced to position itself within a new global constellation, facing
Makedonian and, soon, Roman hegemony, both of which wielded the
power to screen and, if necessary, intervene in the affairs of any Greek

Blümel 1994 (editio princeps) and Buckler 1998/2008. Other decrees of the league document the
intent to foster proxeny ties with powers that supported the maritime enterprise, i.e., with Carthage
(IG vii 2407), Byzantion (2408), and Makedon (SEG 34.355); see Cawkwell 1972; Gerolymatos 1985;
Jehne 1999: 328–344. See also the proxeny decree for Timeas from Lakonia (Mackil 2008), which
most likely belongs here.

57 See Buckler 1980: 15–45; Fossey 1988; Beck 1997: 198–202; Post 2012: 16–47; Gartland 2013, whose
thoughtful analysis of the coinage complements this picture. In 366 bce, Oropos was absorbed into
Boiotia which once again increased the agricultural capacities of the league and extended its borders
to match with the natural geograpgy in the straits of Euboia: Xen.Hell. 7.4.1; Aischin. 2.164; Diod.
15.76.1; see Hansen 2004: 448–9; Gonzales 2006: 43–7.
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region. The league’s response to both these challenges is difficult to assess
because the historiographical tradition becomes notoriously sketchy after
Chaironeia. The history of Boiotian federalism in the Hellenistic period
needs to be extrapolated from the epigraphic record first and foremost,
with all its assets and shortcomings.
Chaironeia put a sudden end to the Theban hegemony over Boiotia.

The Makedonians stationed a garrison on the Kadmeia that oversaw city
affairs in the months after the battle. Likewise, Philip set out to rebuild
various cities that had fallen prey to Thebes’ unification-by-force policy.
Orchomenos and Plataia were reconstructed and also repopulated, the
former apparently growing into a leading position from which it governed
the interaction between the Boiotian poleis for some years.58Oropos, which
had been so vital to Theban influence in Boiotia and across the Gulf of
Euboia, was detached from Boiotia and put under Athenian control. These
measures naturally cut deep into the political traditions at Thebes. In
335 bce, upon a first glimpse of hope, the Thebans launched a revolt
against Makedon. The penalty was ferocious: supported by Thespians,
Orchomenians, and Plataians, whose actions were motivated by long-term
grievances and a desire for revenge, Alexander destroyed the city of Thebes,
enslaved the greatest part of the surviving population, and parceled out the
Theban chōra to adjacent poleis in eastern Boiotia. Alexander might have
ordered the dissolution of any remaining league in Boiotia in 324, but the
implications of this move, if authentic, are hard to disentangle.59 Various
inscriptions from the period indicate the persistent use of the tribal ethnic
Boiōtoi; as was demonstrated earlier, the occurrence of such ethnics might
point to the existence of a federal league or citizenship, but it does not do so
automatically.60 In 316/15 bce, Thebes was partially rebuilt by Kassandros
and the polis participated in one way or another in the affairs of the
Boiōtoi. But only by 288 did the Thebans regain the status of political
self-governance within the confederacy. Fifty years after the battle of
Chaironeia, after an extremely troubled period of defeat, turmoil, and
destruction, Thebes had consolidated its stance as a genuine citizen com-
munity, with a mid-sized population and a much-reduced territory.61

58 E.g., Gullath 1982: 7 and 15, contra, Roesch 1982: 267–275, who opts for Onchestos.
59 See Gullath 1982 for an in-depth discussion of the events between 338 and 287 bce.
60 See the introduction to this volume. Accordingly, the appearance of Thebans, with or without their

regional ethnikon, in inscriptions should not be interpreted as proof for the reintegration of the city
into the koinon; see Roesch 1982: 413–501 and Gullath 1982: 7. 47. 111 with n. 5.

61 In 315 or at the very latest 308 bce, see Gullath 1982: 107–113. For the reintegration in 288, see
Knoepfler 2001c: 14–19, with further references.
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How did Boiotian federalism adapt to the changes of the day? In
Pausanias’ Periegesis a fascinating account on the Daidala festival in honor
of Hera at Plataia survives (9.3.5–8). Although many of the details of the
Daidala (named after some wooden images that played an important role in
the festival ritual) are opaque, Pausanias offers exciting insights into how the
Boiotians came together to participate in the celebration. A more political
reading of Pausanias’ text provides valuable information on the condition of
the Hellenistic koinon. According to Pausanias, the festival commemorated
the reconciliation between Hera and Zeus. While the so-called Lesser
Daidala were only of local importance and took place at least every six
years, the Great Daidala were celebrated by cities from all over the region.
Rooted in traditional Boiotian cults and associated with Zeus of the
Summits, one of the main gods in Boiotia, the Daidala offered a vibrant
stage for the expression of tribal togetherness and ethnic cohesion.62 Indeed,
the festival’s prevailing goal seems to have been to provide a stage for
reconciliation. The ritual cycle of the Great Daidala was fifty-nine years,
“for the festival lapsed for as long a time as the Plataians were in exile” (Paus.
9.3.5). Since the Thebans are said to have participated after the restoration of
their city by Kassandros (see above), it is reasonable to assert that the Great
Daidala were celebrated soon after 316/15.63 In a festival cycle of fifty-nine
years, the instauration of the Daidala was then geared towards the commem-
oration of the destruction of Plataia by Thebes in 373. The notion of a cycle
further implies that the Daidala had been held at some point before 373. The
addition of another fifty-nine years leads more or less to the events surround-
ing the destruction of Plataia in the early years of the Peloponnesian War. If
this interpretation is correct, the Great Daidala of the late fourth century
celebrated the union of Boiotian communities and the reconciliation
between Thebes and Plataia in particular, after their falling apart at the
beginning of the Peloponnesian War and then again in 373.64

Pausanias says (9.3.5–6) that the participation in the ritual was arranged
according to a regional principle: “There are fourteen wooden images (xoana)
ready from the . . . Little Daidala. Those were distributed by drawing lots
between Plataians, Koroneians, Thespians, Tanagraians, Chaironeians,
Orchomenians, Lebadaians, and Thebans . . . . The towns of lesser account
pool their funds for images (synteleian hairountai).” When the procession
reached the summit of Mt. Kithairon, an altar was erected and the sacrifices

62 See Schachter 1981–1994: 1.245–250 and Chaniotis 2002 for general comments; Knoepfler 2001b and
Müller 2011 for political readings. The festival cycle is reconstructed by Iversen 2007.

63 See Paus. 9.3.5 with Knoepfler 2001b: 347.
64 Paus. 9.3.5 with Knoepfler 2001b: 368–374, who fleshes out the motive of reconciliation.
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were performed; Pausanias states that “the poleis and telē all sacrifice a cow to
Hera and a bull to Zeus” (9.3.8). The notion of fourteen xoana has received
much scholarly attention. In Pausanias’ account, each of the larger Boiotian
cities contributed one such image – eight in total – whereas smaller towns
provided the remaining six, dividing the costs of sponsorship among them.
The pooling of funds in a synteleia may suggest that the old principle of
syntelic cooperation somehow survived in the Hellenistic koinon. Yet the
general notion of telē, referenced alongside poleis, implies that the pooling of
funds was reminiscent of another time-honored practice, i.e., the organiza-
tion of Boiotian affairs by federal districts.
The epigraphic evidence indicates that the college of boiotarchs and a

board of magistrates called aphedriateuontes65 usually comprised seven
members. Such arithmetic is incongruent with Pausanias’ eight xoana
from major cities and six from a syntely of lesser ones. It bears little fruit
to attempt to harmonize those figures or engage in number games. The
combined evidence from Pausanias and the inscriptions implies that the
Boiotian League operated on seven subdivisions, or federal telē. Each
district comprised one or more poleis, depending on their respective size,
and each district, apparently, sponsored two xoana.66 In the same style, the
federal magistracies were staffed according to the arithmetic of telē. While
some cities regularly delegated one boiotarch and aphedriat (Orchomenos,
Tanagra, Thebes, Thespiai, Plataiai), others shared in the remaining posi-
tions, either in rotation or according to a commonly agreed key. The
organization required a high degree of coordination and compromise, as
there were at least eight major cities but only seven districts.67

The organizing principle of seven districts also resonated in the admin-
istration of other regional festivals, most notably the Pamboiotia held at
Koroneia, and in the organization of the Boiotian federal army.68

Inscriptions reveal that all leading federal magistrates – the boiotarchs,
archons, naopoioi, hipparchs, nauarchs –were elected in the federal assembly
kata poleis, i.e., from pools that were reserved for individual cities.
Evidently, the experience from the days of the Theban Hegemony had
taught the Boiotians that direct election through a primary assembly
inevitably championed the candidates from the polis in which the assembly

65 The aphedriateuontes probably had sacral responsibilities, but their exact function is unknown, see
Busolt and Swoboda 1920–1926: 1437; Corsten 1999: 40–41.

66 Knoepfler 2001b: 347–362.
67 Feyel 1942: 265–271; Roesch 1965a: 104; see also Gullath 1982: 35–43.
68 Schachter 1981–1994: 1.124; Knoepfler 2001b: 356–361; for the organization of military districts also

Roesch 1982: 307–354.
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was held. The Hellenistic koinon thus returned to the idea of political
representation of power, yet the league gave this a different twist than the
Oxyrhynchos constitution had done.While higher magistrates were drawn
from pools that were reserved for representatives from local communities,
lower federal officials were elected within their own city, which once again
enhanced their profile as citizen communities. In the same vein, the
principle of proportional representation was weakened. The larger mem-
bers of the league were represented in the federal government not in
proportion to the size of their citizen body, but directly, with each member
polis possessing the same vote.69

Once again, it is telling to see how the political organization of the
league drew on Boiotian or, more precisely, Theban foundation myths.
The rising prominence of an arithmetic that was governed by the number
seven suggests as much. Beginning with theHomeric tradition, Thebes was
notorious as a seven-gated city.70 In another piece of literary evidence from
a much later period, Pausanias’ description of Boiotia, the seven gates of
Thebes serve as a structuring principle from which his seven itineraries
through the region depart.71 The impact of such narratives on the social
reality of the day is always hard to assess. Perhaps the number of seven
boiotarchs after 379 bce was already somehow inspired by references to
Thebes’ mythical tradition. But the interaction between both spheres,
myth and politics, no matter how hazy it might have been, betrays the
general idea that the politics of integration continued to be hardwired to
the belief of tribal togetherness. Throughout the Hellenistic era, the
defining devices of the tribe of the Boiotians – their shared legends and
foundation myths, collective cults and religion, their sense of ethnic com-
munality – all impacted its political engagement. It is revealing that,
despite Thebes’ decline as the region’s leading power, one of the most
vital heroic narratives of tribal identity and political integration in Boiotia
continued to be a quintessentially Theban one.

69 Boiotian institutions and officers of the Hellenistic koinon are treated by Busolt and Swoboda
1920–1926: 1432–1442; Roesch 1965a; Larsen 1968: 178–180; Etienne and Knoepfler 1976: 263–350;
Gullath 1982: 49–55. A concise summary is provided by Buck 1993. For the voting principle
according to cities see Liv. 33.2.6, with Busolt and Swoboda 1920–1926: 1435; Roesch 1965a: 126;
Larsen 1968: 180; Müller 2011: 275–276. The high degree of member-states’ participation is stressed
by Roesch 1965a: 28 and Funke 2007a: 97–98. Müller 2011: 276 singles out the principle of
proportionality.

70 Hom. Il. 4.406 andOd. 11.263; Hesiod, Shield of Herakles 49; Pind. Pyth. 3.90; 8.39; 9.80; 11.11;Nem.
4.19; 9.18; Isthm. 1.66; 8.15; Pherekydes FGrH 3 F 41; Aisch. Seven Against Thebes 165; Soph. Ant. 101.
119. Cf. also Müller 2011: 266.

71 Only Plataia at the beginning of Book 9 and Orchomenos at the end are exempt from this narrative
structure. See Frazer 1913: 1.xxiii–xxiv; Snodgrass 1987: 81–82; Hutton 1995: 105–125. 193.
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All the while, the center of political power had long left the Kadmeia and
shifted to the regional sanctuaries of Boiotia. A Boiotian-Aitolian proxeny
decree from 301 bce confirms that by the late fourth century the Itoneion
near Koroneia and the Poseidonion at Onchestos were considered official
federal sanctuaries.72While the Itoneion was regarded as the religious heart
of the confederacy,73Onchestos was the new administrative center.74 Both
sites absorbed the function of so-called “substitute centers”75 or compro-
mise capitals, in lieu of the charged political spaces of poleis such as Thebes
or Orchomenos.
The history of the Boiotian koinon in the third and second centuries bce

has often been characterized as one of decline and downfall. Such a verdict
usually draws on Polybius (20.4.1–3) who comments that

for many years Boiotia had been in a morbid condition very different from
the former sound health and renown of that state. After the battle of Leuktra
the Boiotians had attained great celebrity and power, but by some means or
other during the period which followed they continued constantly to lose
both the one and the other under the leadership of the stratēgos Abaiokritos,
and in subsequent years not only did this diminishment go on, but there was
an absolute change for the contrary, and they did all they could to obscure
their ancient fame as well.76

But Polybius might have been a little too quick to judge here.77 In light
of the changing conditions in Greek politics, it is remarkable how the
Boiotian League managed to pursue its affairs in a generally independent
manner that preserved the integrity of its member-states vis-à-vis the
great superpowers of the day. In the wars of the Successors, Boiotia
switched alliances several times and explored the advantages of allying
with other confederacies, such as with the Aitolians in 301, as a way of
preserving regional autonomy.78 In the 260s, the Boiotians favored an
Achaian alliance over the one with Aitolia, which threw the koinon into
the Achaian-Aitolian controversies of the 240s. In 245, the league was

72 IG ix 12 170 with Roesch 1982: 218. 270. 73 Schachter 1980 and 1981–1994: 1.123–7.
74 Onchestos as the capital: Roesch 1982: 266–282. For discussions on Thebes as the re-emerging

meeting place see Busolt and Swoboda 1920–1926: 1433–1435; Hennig 1977: 126; Roesch 1982:
278–282; Müller 2011: 277–282.

75 Freitag 2007a: 388 (“Ersatzzentren”). 76 Trans. W. R. Paton.
77 See Hennig 1977 and nowMüller 2013 who situates the verdict of decline in the wider literary trope

of the rise and fall of states in Polybius’ work. Herakleides Kritikos (BNJ 369A F I.6–25) draws an
equally unflattering picture of Boiotia in the third century bce. Apparently he relied on older
prejudices against Boiotia that were already prevalent in the Classical era (see above); see also Liv.
36,6,1–3with the comments by Hennig 1977: 119–122. Buck 1993: 100 and 106 points out the relative
success of the league, as does Funke 2007a: 90.

78 Cloché 1952: 201–210; Gullath 1982: 114–211; Gauger 2005: 202–203.
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heavily defeated by the Aitolians, once again on the plain of Chaironeia.
Consequently, the Boiotians were forced to join the Aitolian League and
surrender much of their territory. The incident triggered the deep
reorganization of the league’s military and economic affairs. With it
came an overhaul in the organization of the defenses of city territories,
including a new system of watch guard units and mobile light armed
troops. The military catalogs from Thespiai further indicate that the
army reform compensated for the decrease in manpower available to the
league through the creation of elite regiments; their intensive training
made them a viable alternative to the previously employed, large-scale
infantry militias.79 After 229 bce, the koinon had recovered enough to
position itself between Makedon, Achaia, and Aitolia, before joining the
Hellenic League of Antigonos III Gonatas in 224 bce. Around the same
time, Megara and its satellite Aigosthena both joined the Boiotian
League, which added additional weight to the battling koinon.80

Federalism was not yet dead in Boiotia. While the challenges from
Hellenistic monarchies and various middle powers were met with remark-
able coherence and unity, the rise of Rome deeply divided the league. In
197 bce, T. Quinctius Flamininus constrained the Boiotians to become
socii of the Romans, but not everyone followed the order: some Boiotians
remained in the Makedonian camp. Although Flamininus responded with
deliberate mildness to gain support for the Roman faction, the Boiotian
assembly reacted by electing a pro-Makedonian roster of candidates into
the key positions of the league. When the boiotarch Brakchylles was killed
by the Roman faction, the conflict devolved into civil war. In 172/1 bce,
Roman legates carried out the senatorial order to negotiate the terms of
surrender with poleis separately. They thereby effectively dissolved the
confederacy.81

Yet the idea of regional cooperation survived. Federalism had a
Nachleben, of course with a different trajectory. A league under pro-
Roman leadership persisted from 167 until 146 bce, when the Romans
ordered its dissolution. Shortly thereafter the confederacy was reinaugu-
rated, although its character was altered in the context of the new political
reality. In 27 bce, Boiotia was absorbed into the Roman province of Achaia
where its traces extend well into the third century ce. The purpose of its

79 Feyel 1942: 187–262; Hennig 1977: 146–148.
80 Busolt and Swoboda 1920–1926: 1445–1446; Cloché 1952: 211–232; Larsen 1968: 303–358; Gauger

2005: 203–204. Megara: Smith 2008: 106; Robu 2014: 100–102.
81 Cloché 1952: 233–260; Roesch 1965a: 69–71; Larsen 1968: 359–504; Deininger 1971: 54–58. 88–89.

153–159. 164–167; Buck 1993: 106; Gauger 2005: 204; Müller 2007; see Martin 1975: 179–229.
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league was limited to cultic functions and ritual performance.82 But this
did not root it any less in the lives of the Boiotians, nor did it drive the
koinon into obsolescence. In a letter by Hadrian to the city of Naryx from
138 ce, one of the defining criteria by which Naryx was considered to be a
polis was that it was a member of the Boiotian League and that it con-
tributed a boiotarch to the koinon.83 At the time of Hadrian’s letter, both
the league and its leading magistracy had a long history that extended from
the world of late Archaic Greece through the Classical and Hellenistic
periods well into the Roman Empire. In the course of this long history,
federalism in Boiotia had manifested itself in a full array of political
configurations and experiments. As Hadrian’s letter indicates, the idea of
the koinon was so closely associated with the conduct of Boiotian affairs
that participation in it had actually become the defining moment of a
Greek polis community.

82 Roesch 1965a: 71–73; Schachter 1994: 82–84; Buck 1993: 106; Gauger 2005: 204.
83 SEG 51.641, lines 11–12.
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