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Introduction

For the modern reader, one of the most conspicuous features of
the ideal city that Plato developed in the Republic is the exclu-
sion of non-citizens'; considered in relation to this injunction,
the provision for the metics, or the immigrant population, in the
Laws is equally striking?. Although this reversal is perhaps con-
founding, the allowance is indicitave of the shift in his thinking
from conceiving the city as an abstract mental construct to envi-
sioning a city that was practically possible. The earliest defini-
tion of who was considered a metic comes from Aristophanes of
Byzantium (c. 257-180): " A metic is anyone who comes from a
foreign (city) and lives in the city, paying tax toward certain
fixed needs of the city. For so many days he is called a
parepidemos and is free from tax, but if he outstays the specified
time he becomes a meroiokos and liable to tax.” This passage
indicates that, at least for purposes of law and taxation, the
ethnicity of the metic mattered little, only that the person was
from another polis (i.e. Athenian vs. non-Athenian®. As a result,
the metics were a heterogeneous group that had undoubtedly
immigrated for a number of reasons, including the economic
opportunities that were present in a large city with an active port.

Due to the hetereogeneous nature of the population of alien
residents in Athens, it is impossible to make general claims con-
cerning the social and economic status of the metics as a cohe-
sive group; however, it is clear that there were a large number of
metics and that they were economically significant in Athens as
a result of their involvement in trade and the taxes levied upon
them °. The one claim that can be made with certainty is that
metics were not, nor could they become citizens, except in ex-
traordinary cases.

Although they could not own land or participate in govern-
ment %, metics could possess slaves and some even attained great
wealth: in one of his orations, Lysias relates that his brother
owned a shield factory that employed 120 slaves. In addition to
reporting what must have certainly been one of the extreme cases
with regard to the wealth attained by a metic, this case serves to
represent the tenousness of the life of the metic in Athens, for
Lysias goes on to state that his brother’s factory and home were
confiscated by the government in a time of financial shortage
brought about by the debts incurred as a result of the
Peloponessian War (431-404 BC) ". This case of Lysias’s fam-
ily also illustrates the inherent paradox of the metic in Athens:

economic importance combined with the lack of political par-
ticipation.

Because the metics were excluded from public life, their in-
terests were represented by the polemarch, an Athenian official
appointed by lot. Based on the fact that the metics were a het-
erogeneous group with varying degrees of wealth and social
status, it is reasonable to conclude that all interests could not be
equally represented. However, there is evidence to suggest that
those metics with greater standing may have acted to protect the
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interests of those in less fortunate circumstances.

The question of why metics immigrated to Athens is closely
bound to the question of why they were allowed residency: the
metic possessed a skill or was engaged in a profession which
would have been of service to the city and therefore would have
provided an income in excess of the taxes levied upon them.® As
would be expected in a group as diverse as the alien population
in Athens, its members were involved in a wide variety of occu-
pations; however, studies have concluded that the majority of
metics were craftsmen or involved in commercial enterprises
(Figs. 1 & 2).°

The allowance of the metics in the city that Plato proposed in
the Laws was based on two conditions: that the metic have a
techne [craft] and would then only be allowed to stay for twenty
years after the time of registration upon entry into the city."’ In
contrast to Athens, the alien population was not subject to tax
but they were required to leave the city after twenty years; how-
ever, Plato qualifies this statement by saying that a metic could
attempt to persuade the government to extend the period of resi-
dency, even for life, if the service to the state had been meritori-
ous. As for the children of metics, they too could remain for a
twenty-year period beginning on the date of their fifteenth birth-
day, provided that they were equipped with a craft.

As Plato had certainly observed in his native Athens, the alien
population, or the metoikia, were necessary for the economic
welfare of the city as a result of their involvement in craft and
commerce. However, in contrast to Athens where the metics
freely populated various parts of the city, Plato devised an ur-
ban plan which led to the spatial segregation of the metics in the
fabled city of Magnesia outlined in the Laws. The following
sections discuss how Plato proposed to seperate the metics from
the citizen population and their status in the Laws and present
an analysis of the way in which this apportioning can be under-
stood in relation to the values regarding craft and commerce
expressed in Athenian literature and spatial practices.

Town planning and trade in the Laws

With regard to the physical placement of the city proposed in
the Laws, Plato stated that it should be situated near the center
of the country, suggesting rather vaguely that the location must
have “all the other conveniences also which a city requires, and
which it is easy enough to perceive and specity.” ' He then rap-
idly proceeded from the general to the specific, and outlined his
system of land distribution and spatial organization in Magne-
sia (Fig. 2). The center of the city, the acropolis, was to be en-
circled with a ring wall'® and dedicated to Hestia, Zeus and
Athene. The land was then to be divided into twelve “equal”
regions, the term equal applying to land quality rather than to
actual area: regions with inferior land were divided into larger
lots, while those regions with better land resulted in smaller plots.
The next step was to further divide the land into 5,040 allot-
ments, which corresponded to the number of citizen-farmers'’.
These allotments were then further divided into two portions:

Fig. 2. Vase painting showing work taking place in a smithy

one just outside the city and another more distant, each includ-
ing a house.™

The attention paid to dividing the land in this way was meant
to ensure that each household headed by the citizen could pro-
duce the necessary harvests to attain self-sufficiency. In The
Acharians, one of Aristophanes’ characters speaks of his loath-
ing for the town and longs for his village home where the banter
of sellers did not exist and everyone shared equally in the yields."
In devising a system that distributed land equally according to
its capacity to produce, Plato also expressed a wish for a self-
sufficient society that was free from dependence on trade.

Literary and epigraphical testimonia from Homer onwards
establish that self-sufficiency was one of the supreme values in
ancient Athens, e.g., Odysseus is praised for his abilities to sup-
ply his household with all it required, down to the “well-wrought”
bed upon which he slept.'® This example is worthy of note not
only because of the emphasis on self-sufficiency in the Homeric
myths, but also because the idealized notion of the head of the
household as craftsman changed dramatically from the time of
Homer until the Classical Period. As Athens moved from the
Dark Age characterized by rule by clans to the démokratia, many
came to disdain engagement in crafts or trade, arguing that it
denied the possibility of the leisure necessary to engage tully in
public life.!” Among those with an aversion to commercial ac-
tivity, the ideal of self-sufficiency persisted; for example, in the
Politics, Aristotle argued for independence from “traders, money-
making craftsmen, importers and the like.”'®

In the city of Magnesia, Plato assumed that the alien popula-
tion would play a vital role in achieving self-sufficiency by sup-
plying the citizen-farmers with the necessary goods and ser-
vices and ensuring that they were free to tend to agricultural
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Fig. 3. Diagram showing the spatial organization of Magnesia

pursuits. This role required that they reside and conduct their
business in an area accessible to the citizen-farmers; therefore,
the metics were divided into thirteen adminstrative groups and
each group was assigned to a specific area. Twelve of the groups
were placed in villages corresponding to the twelve major re-
gions of the polis, while the last group was relegated to a subur-
ban ring” encircling the town center. This “ring” was further
subdivided into twelve smaller areas. While the twelve villages
were centrally located on the border between the alloted plots
nearest the town center and those closest to the outlying border,
were meant to provide for the needs of the farmers, the twelve
areas of the suburban “ring” were intended to supply goods and
services to the town center.

The allocation of the metic population was decided by two
adminstrative authorities: i) the "land-stewards”, who were re-
sponsible for determining the distribution of metics in the vil-
lages based on the needs of the respective region; and ii) the
“city-stewards,” who were to allocate and supervise the metic
population in the suburban “ring”.

The proposed polis plan, and specifically the relegation of the
metics to particular areas within it, is inherently connected to the
status of the alien population in the Laws. Plato believed that the
alien population should be placed “‘so as to be of least trouble and
greatest use to the farmers.”" As stated in the introduction, Plato’s
acquiesence with regard to the metic represents a reversal of his
policy of exclusion in the earlier Republic. The ideal city imag-
ined in the Republic was entirely self-sufficient and consisted of
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a population equipped with the skills necessary to ensure that all
needs would be met: the Laws conceded the impossibilty of this
proposal and devised a system by which a specialized labor force,
the alien residents, would provide goods and services to supple-
ment citizen-farmers attempting to attain a level of agricultural
production that would supply the population.

Craft and commerce were occupations reserved for the metic
population because they were disdained and viewed as morally
inferior to land ownership and activities that resulted in agricul-
tural production. Plato’s view of those involved in commercial
activities, which was shared by many of the conservative fac-
tions in Athens at the time, is concisely summarized in the fol-
lowing passage:

[t is an old and true saying that it is hard to fight against the
attack of two foes from opposite quarters, as in the case of
diseases and many other things; and indeed our present fight
in this matter is against two foes, poverty and plenty, of which
the one corrupts the soul of men with luxury, while the other
by means of pain plunges it into shamelessness. What rem-
edy, then, is to be found for this disease in a State gifted with
understanding? The first is to employ the trading class as little
as possible; the second, to assign to that class those men whose
corruption would prove no great loss to the state: the third, to
find a means whereby the dispositions of those engaged in
these callings may not quite so easily become infected by
shamelessness and meanness of the soul.*
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Fig. 4. Map showing the agora and workshop district in Athens Poros buildings con-
tained marble masons during the fourth and fifth centuries BC: D, smithy; F, industrial
buildings; G-K, marble masons, L, terracotta factorv; M, marble workshops: O, bronze

workers; Y, shoemaker; Z, agora boundary marker.

The prejudice against trade was not only overtly stated, but

also incorporated into the actual laws governing the polis of

Magnesia: none of the citizens belonging to the 5,040 house-
holds were allowed to engage in craft or commerce*'. The strong
sentiment against craftsmen was often expressed in compari-
sons to farmers in which those responsible for agricultural pro-
duction possessed the necessary qualities for citizenship. In his
work on household management, the Oeconomicus, Xenophon
writes that craftsmen were both “bad friends and bad defenders
of the city” and that if an invasion were to occur and the farmers
and the craftsmen were asked which course of action would be
appropriate, farmers would fight in defense of their country while
those involved in crafts would withdraw to the fortress. One
these grounds, he concluded that farmers would certainly make
the “best and most loyal citizens™*.

While the views expressed by Xenophon and coditied into
law and made manifest in the town plan in Plato’s ideal polis
were perhaps extreme, they can not be understood in isolation
from the cultural values regarding craft and commerce expressed
in Athens. The following section will discuss these values and
certain planning practices and demonstrate how they intluenced
the planning system adopted by Plato in the Laws.

Athenian precedents
Although the metic population could live freely anywhere in
Athens, the areas reserved for craft and trading activities were

segregated. The separation of certain crafts was practical, as in
the case of tanneries, which were renowned for their strong odor.
In the Peace, Aristophanes did not pass up an opportunity to
comment upon the statesman Kleon’s connection with tanning,
ironically praising his “Heraclean valour in braving the stenches
of his trade.” This case serves to demonstrate an important dis-
tinction between Athens and Plato’s Magnesia: whereas Plato
denied crattsmen land and participation in government and re-
served citizenship for farmers, Athenian citizens engaged in trade
and often owned workshops in addition to their land.” However,
as with Kleon, those involved with the cratts and commerce were
often the object of ridicule or derision as a result. This is clearly
demonstrated in accounts of the rivalry between Kleon and
Nikias, both elected to the board of ten generals after the death
of Pericles in 429 BC. A member of an aristocratic Athenian
family, Nikias was portrayed as a gentleman of dignity and pru-
dence, in spite of his commercial activities. In contrast, Kleon
was a commoner believed to be self-promoting and brash; he
was often disparaged for his association with a tannery, from
which both his wealth and manners were said to have come.
While many Athenians were merely disdainful of those in-
volved in craft and commerce, there were other Greek city-states
that were in accord with the views expressed by Plato and pro-
hibited these occupations to citizens, such as Sparta.* And, in
the Politics, Aristotle relates that at Thebes there was a law stat-
ing that no citizen could hold otfice if he had engaged in trade at
any time during the previous ten years.” Perhaps the most ex-
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treme case of these prejudices can be found in the example of
Thespiae, where it was considered disgraceful for any citizen to
engage in gainful labour, even agriculture.

With regard to physical planning in Athens, the district con-
taining workshops was located in close proximity to the agora
(Fig.4). Even though it developed sporadically and was not sub-
ject to a preconceived plan, the agora was a cohesive space with
well-defined and easily locatable boundaries.? It functioned as
a preceint and there were laws governing entrance to it: for ex-
ample, an oration by Demosthenes states that “The lawmakers
keep outside of the agora any man who avoids military service
or plays the coward or deserts” and “Those who betray any of
the public interests or ill-treat their parents, those who do not
have clean hands, do wrong if they enter the agora.”

With regard to the variety of activities that took place in the
agora, the following passage from Athaneus is instructive:
“Again, as Eybulus has said in The Happy Woman, ‘In one and
the same place you will find all things for sale together in Ath-
ens, figs, policemen, grapes, turnips, pears, apples, witnesses,
roses, medlars, haggis, honey-comb, chick-peas, lawsuits, beest-
ings, curds, myrtle-berries, ballot boxes, iris, roast lamb,
waterclocks, laws, indictments.””® A cursory reading of this
passage would lead one to conclude that the political and com-
mercial activities were not subject to spatial separation; how-
ever, clear boundaries did exist between them™®. In fact, com-
mercial activities were turther segregated according to the goods
sold.”

Plato, prescribing the laws regarding sale and exchange in
Magnesia, followed the Athenian practice and placed strict con-
trols to ensure that unlike goods were kept to separate strictly
defined areas: "when one man makes an exchange with another
by buying or selling, the exchange shall be made in the place
appointed therefore in the market, and nowhere else™. If the
exchange of goods occurred in any place other than that ap-
pointed for the sale of the item, then the rules and regulations
protecting those involved in the exchange were no longer appli-
cable.

Conclusion

Both in Athens and the city of Magnesia developed by Plato in
the Laws, the alien population formed a heterogeneous group
residing among homogeneous group of citizens and their house-
holds (consisting of the wives and offspring of male citizens
and their retainers). Athenian law recognized neither their
ethnicity nor their place of emigration of the alien residents, it
only confirmed that they were not and, except in extraordinary
cases, could not become citizens. While Athenian citizens were
not excluded from engaging in craft and commerce. these occu-
pations were deemed morally inferior because they were dis-
connected from agricultural production which would provide
sustenance and allow the necessary leisure to participate in gov-
ernment. In short, craft and commerce were deemed antitheti-
cal to public life.

In ancient Greek society, land retained its superiority over
other forms of wealth. Land was equated with self-sufficiency
and, in addition, moral superiority was implied in land owner-
ship and agricultural production. This view is evident in
Xenophon'’s conclusion that craftsmen were bad friends and bad
defenders of the city and that farmers would make the best and
most loyal citizens. One of the supreme values expressed in
ancient Athenian literature is autonomy and independence gained
via self-sufficiency. It is plausible to suggest that this grew out
of many centuries of agrarian activity on land with limited pos-
sibilities for production. Marginal soils, climate and the amount
of work required to prepare land for cultivation combined to
prohibit the possibility of surplus. Because of the difficulties
associated with attaining self-sufficiency, the ability to provide
for one’s household without the aid of an intermediary would
become both a goal and a measure of self worth.

Alien residents in Athens, the majority of whom were involved
with craft and commerce, were disconnected trom the land: they
did not own land nor did they work anyone else’s as a peasant.
This divorce from land meant that at the most basic level metics
were reliant on outside sources and unable to attain self-suffi-
ciency that may have been possible through cultivation. As a
result, even if metics would have attained a degree of wealth
that would have provided a level of economic security, their
presence would have been viewed with some suspicion because
they would have never been able to possess land, which remained
the ultimate measure of wealth and status. In Athens, selt-suffi-
ciency was not only believed to guarantee sustenance, but was
also translated into a commonly held cultural value that, ac-
cording to Aristotle, was the goal of the tormation of the polis.

Self-sufficiency was also articulated as a moderate position
between the extremes of poverty and wealth. With regard to the
excessive accumulation of wealth, Isocrates stated that “wealth
administers to vice rather than nobility of the soul”™ and Aristotle
argued that there was a reasonable limit to the amount of wealth
required to live what he termed the "good life**. While Plato
stated that a "remedy” against the extremes of poverty and plenty
was to employ the "trading class” as little as possible and, like
many others, believed those involved in craft and commerce to
be driven by monetary gain, he nevertheless recognized that those
involved in these occupations were necessary for the economic
well-being of the city.

While basing his town plan on the model provided by Athens
in which trading activities were separated according to type,
Plato went further and insisted upon not only the segregation of
the activities but also of those involved in crafts and commerce.
The complete segregation of the metics in Magnesia was the
physical manifestation of the disdain for craft and commerce
that was most fully expressed by the exclusion of metics in
Plato’s earlier work, rhe Republic. By segregating and contain-
ing the heterogeneous population consisting of alien residents
both by planning and by law, Plato was able to achieve what he
wished for his native Athens: a homogeneous population of citi-
zens that, while not entirely self-sufficient, could still remain
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independent of outside sources by employing a group of people
who dutifully fulfilled the needs of the city but, in his words,
“whose corruption would prove no great loss”*.

As this paper has shown, Plato dealt with heterogeneity by seg-

regation and demotion of alien residents to second-class citizens.
In doing so, Plato avoided dealing with the reality of life in Ath-
ens and Magnesia fortunately remained a mental construction.
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