


THE PTOLEMAIC ADMINISTRATION IN EGYPT 

We are well informed about Ptolemaic Egypt. It is fifty years 
since the publication of the R e v e n u e Laws papyrus1 and fif-
teen since the appearance of Tebtunis Papyrus III 1 with its re-
markable No 7032. The publication of the Zenon archives3 is lar-
gely complete, except for the London group which the editors 
have generously made available to all enquirers, and the papyri 
of the third century R. C. are numbered by the thousands. Fol-
lowing the monumental Mitteis - W i l c k e n Grundzüge,4 the years 
before and during the late war have seen the appearance of nu-
merous studies devoted to various aspects of Ptolemaic admi-
nistration, notably Claire P r é a u x ' s exhaustive Economie Royale 
des Lagides5 and M. R o s t o v t z e f f ' s masterly Social and Eco-
nomic History of the Hellenistic World,6 and yet we still have no 
final answer to the question, what actually was the nature of this 
administration ? 

It may be said that no special study of the problem has ever 
been made, although opinions have frequently been expressed 
about it. 

In 1912 Wilcken ' remarked that the rule founded by Alexander 
the Great in Egypt in 332 B. C. was an absolute monarchy, corre-
sponding to his dawning idea of a world-domination ( Weltherrschaft), 

1 Ed. B. P. Grenfe l l , Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1896. 
2 Ed. Arthur S. Hunt and J. Gilbart S m y l y , London, 1933. 
3 Cf. Claire Préaux , Les Grecs en Egypte ďapres les archives de Zenon, Col-

lection Lebèque, 7th Ser., No 78, Bruxelles, 1947, pp 87 — 90, who lists all 
texts known to her. There will be some others. The Yale Collection includes 
a few texts from Philadelphia dating about 230 B. C. Cf. also the texts pub-
lished by Marie-Thérèse Lenger , Chronique ďEgypte, 45, 1948 pp 109 — 121. 

4 L. Mitte is and U. Wilcken,· Grundziige und Chrestomathie der Papyrus-
kunde, 2 voll in 4°, Leipzig, 1912. 

5 Claire P r é a u x , Economie royale des Lagides, Bruxelles, Edition de la 
Fondation Egyptologique Reine Elisabeth, 1939. 

e M, R o s t o v t z e f f , Social and Economie History of the Hellenistie World, 
3 voll Oxford, The Clarendon Press, 1941. 

' Grundziige, pp 2 — 8. 
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as also to the historical tradition of the country. Under the first 
two Ptolemies, this conception continued. Egypt constituted 
a 'royalty' (βασιλεία), not a state, characterized by a fiscality 
necessitated by the financial needs of an imperial policy. In the 
centralized administration, the position of the strategoi (for example) 
was new, while the basilikogrammateis continued an old Egyptian 
institution. Further into the problem W i l c k e n did not go, as, 
of course, the purpose of the Grundziige was to delineate the Pto-
lemaic and Roman administrations in Egypt, not to explore their 
origins. 

In 1913, the editors of the Dikaiomata,8 without going into 
the larger question of Greek influence, pointed out the Greek 
sources of a number of the Alexandrine legal institutions, specu-
lating on the existence of a general 'Greek' law from which they 
might be derived, and considered without much favor the possi-
bility of the specific influence of Demetrius of Phaleron in the 
creation of the o f f i ce of nomophylax at Alexandria. 

J o u g u e t , discussing La politique intérieure du premier Pto-
lémée in 1931, explained that the advent of the Greeks demanded 
cities, Alexandria notably, but examined no further Greek requi-
rements or Greek contributions. 

P r é a u x in 193910 recognized the existence in the Ptolemaic 
realm of Greek notions of kingship, but at the same time felt 
that otherwise, in essentials, the Greeks changed nothing of the 
traditional economy of Egypt. In 1947,11 she stated in connec-
tion with the events of Zenon's time that the Greeks contributed 
to the complete exploitation of the country ( R o s t o v t z e f f in 
192212 had said much the same thing). In connection with the 
brewing industry, for example, she wrote : les Grecs, en l'insérant 
dans Γ économie des revenus royaux, en ont faussé les rouages, meaning 

" Graeca Halensis, Dikaiomata, Berlin, 1913, pp 57 f., 174 — 177. 
Pierre Jouguet , La politique intérieure du premier Ptolémée, Bulletin de 

l'Institut français d'archéologie orientale du Caire, X X X 1931 p. 525. 
10 Op. cit. n. 5 above, pp 559 and 570.. 
11 Op. cit. n. 3 above, pp 7 and 40. 
12 M. R o s t o v t z e f f , A Large Estate in Egypt in the Third Century B.C. 

A Study in Economic History (University of Wisconsin Studies in the Social 
Sciences and History, no 6), Madison, 1922, pp 3 f. Cf. the same author, The 
Foundations of Social and Economic Life in Egypt in Hellenistic Times, Journal 
of Egyptian Archaeology, VI 1920, pp 161 — 178. 
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apparently that while the industry was run as it always had been, 
it was made to produce more than ever before ; hence the troub-
les of such unfortunate Egyptian brewers as Pais of Philadelphia,11 

who could not adjust himself to the new tempo. 
In 1941, R o s t o v t z e f f 1 1 expressed himself more fully: And 

yet in organizing the Egyptian economy on these Oriental bases the 
Ptolemies were strongly influenced by their Greek training and by 
the Greek experience of their assistants. The new economic system 
of the Ptolemies was Oriental in essence, but it teas strongly Hel-
lenized. The Greek influence is seen, to begin with, in the practice 
of regulating the various departments by stringent written laws, or-
ders, and instructions af an elaborate character. Written documents 
of this kind were not unknown to the Oriental monarchies, and some 
of the Ptolemaic financial and economic legislation goes back to 
Oriental prototypes. But the regulations are strictly Greek in their 
spirit, their logic, and their coherence. Greek influence is seen like-
wise in much of the system, terminology, and organization of taxa-
tion, in its highly diversified and inquisitorial character. From 
Greece was borrowed the idea of introducing between the taxpayers 
and the government officials a class of middlemen itax-farmers'' 
(τελώναι), guaranteed by sureties (εγγυοι) and acting sometimes in 
groups or societies. They helped the State to a certain extent to col-
lect its revenue, but their main function was to act as underwriters, 
guaranteeing the full collection of one or another of the kings' reve-
nues. And, finally, the administrative control of the various royal 
revenues was Greek in character, especially the system of accounting, 
utterly different from that hitherto prevalent in Egypt and much more 
logical and efficient. 

In his Summary and Epilogue,ь R o s t o v t z e f f added: No 
doubt the bureaucratic machinery of the Ptolemies... was in part in-
herited from the past. To a certain extent, but to a certain extent 
only, it was a continuation and hellenization of Oriental bureaucracy. 
Of the latter we know very little, but if we compare it as it was in 
Egypt, where the information about it is fullest, with the bureaucratic 
machinery of the Ptolemies, we see hoiv much more refined, more 
logical and coherent the latter was, and how many new Greek features 

13 Cf. most recently Préaux, Grecs en Egypte, pp 39 f. 
14 Op. cit. n. 6 above, p. 273. 
15 Op. cit., p. 1079. 
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it contained. This new Greek element tvas not confined to the Greek 
names of the offices, to the elaborate Greek administrative and finan-
cial terminology, vague at the outset, but becoming ever more precise 
as time ivent on ; nor to the use of the Greek language in admini-
stration and taxation ; nor to the Greek accounting system ; it con-
sisted above all in the general design of the administration and the 
spirit that permeated it. 

In contrast, then, with Ρ ré aux ' s idea that the Ptolemies 
merely continued and accelerated the previously existing Pha-
raonic system of administration, R o s t o v t z e f f would see a de-
finite Greek contribution to it, in addition to the obvious consi-
derations of language and personnel. It is that Greek contribu-
tion which the present paper sets itself to explore, not with the 
hope of finally settling this interesting matter, but perhaps of 
pointing out the direction in which the solution lies. 

Most recently the Demoticist and jurist Erwin Seidl deals 
briefly with the question in his privately printed Ptolemäische 
Rechtsgeschichte.16 He points out the great similarity between the 
Ptolemaic and the Pharaonic bureaucracy, but believes that the 
Ptolemaic model is rather a general Middle Eastern administrative 
Koine, developed at the latest by Persian times, than the admi-
nistration of Pharaonic Egypt itself. In addition, the Greek ele-
ments in Ptolemaic Egypt were placated by the pseudo-auto-
nomy (Scheinautonomie) of the cities and by philosophical inter-
pretations of the royal position. Se id l ' s familiarity with the legal 
institutions of both pre-Ptolemaic and Ptolemaic Egypt give his 
opinion much authority, and his little book will be read with 
profit by all who are concerned with these matters. 

The solution will come only to one who is familiar not only 
with Ptolemaic but with Pharaonic Egypt in all of its history, 
and who is equally familiar with administrative theory and prac-
tice in Greece in the fifth and fourth centuries B. C. It is also 
useful, almost essential, that one know modern Egypt, its history 
and its life ; it is useful to have lived in the country. This is 
the valuable if rather paradoxical suggestion of B icker mann 

10 Erwin S e i d l , Ptolemäische Rechtsgeschichte, Im Auftrag der Juristisehen 
Fakultät der Universität Erlangen herausgegeben von Joachim Riegner, Erlan-
gen, no date, pp 9 — 15. 
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(1945),'' that there is nothing strange in the Ptolemaic economy, 
nor was it derived from the Pharaohs (about whom the Ptolemies 
can have known or cared little). It was natural and inevitable to 
anyone who wished to extract the most out of the country, and 
was only repeated again in the nineteenth century by Muhammad 
'Ali. This is, of course, not the place to go into the administrative 
measures of the great founder of modern Egypt and its dynasty, 
interesting as they are. There is no doubt that they throw light 
on ancient Egyptian practices, since the essential Egyptian eco-
nomy has not changed very much since antiquity — except for 
the rather far-reaching effects of the construction of the Assuan 
barrage. We have not to enquire how much Muhammad 'Ali 
Pasha knew of Pharaonic or of Ptolemaic Egypt, since he was se-
parated even from Roman Egypt, by twelve hundred years. But 
Alexander and Ptolemy the son of Lagus were not separated 
from Pharaonic Egypt at all. They took it over, and were under 
no necessity to study its organization out of books. 

If we were in a position to know all about this organization 
under the last Pharaoh of the Thirtieth Dynasty, and again under 
the second Ptolemy, our problem would be a mere matter of 
subtraction. Missing items in the third century would be institu-
tions which had been discontinued. Added items would be inno-
vations, the sources of which could then be sought in previous 
Greek theory or practice, and a balance struck. But we are not 
in such a position. 

It is unnecessary to point out that we do know quite a lot 
about the Egypt of Philadelphus.18 The Revenue Laws, and the 

17 E. B i c k e r m a n n , L'Europeanisation de VOrient Classique à propos du 
livre de Michel Rostovtzeff, Renaissance, II / III 1945 pp 381 - 3 9 2 . The still im-
mensely valuable book of Edwyn B e v a n , A History of Egypt under the Pto-
lemaic Dynasty (Methuen's History of Egypt, vol. IV), London, 1927, docs not 
deal with our problem as such, but feels that the characteristic Ptolemaic sy-
stem was a creation and by-product of the rehabilitation of the country under 
the first two Ptolemies, built by Greek brains on the ruins of the Pharaonic 
system left after generations of Persian rule and chaotic periods of struggle and 
rebellion (p. 132). This, however, goes beyond our knowledge, and perhaps 
beyond our judgment. W. W. T a r n , in the chapter on Egypt in his brilbant 
Hellenistic Civilization, 2nd ed., London, 1930 pp 155 — 159, is influenced by 
a preconceived dislike of the Ptolemies and all their works, and is hardly 
objective. 

18 Cf. the discussion of R o s t o v t z e f f , Hellenistic World, pp 255 — 261, and 
notes. 
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personal archives of Zenon and of the engineers Cleon and Theo-
dorus,14 with such revealing items as L i e b e s n y ' s Palestinian 
prostagmata,20 give us a wealth of material which has as yet been 
exploited only in a limited degree. To be sure, the main lines 
of the administration have become clear, with the help also of the 
wonderful P. Tebtunis 703 and other later papyri, and there is 
general agreement with the expositions of P r é a u x and R o s t o v -
t z e f f . Nevertheless, in detail, there are many things which are 
not known, as every special study of the last several years shows. 
With such studies as those of S c h u b a t t , 2 1 H e l l e b r a n d , " 
E r d m a n n , 2 3 L e w a l d , 2 4 Se ider , 2 5 Z a k i ' A l y , 2 6 B o r n e r , 2 7 

L a v i g n e , 2 8 Lenger , 2 9 V a n ' T D a c k , 3 0 W e s t e r m a n n , 5 1 

19 In The Flinders Petrie Papyri, ed. J. P. M a h a f f y , vol. II (1893) and 
III (1905). 

20 Herbert L i e b e s n y , Ein Erlass des Königs Ptolemaios II Philadelphos 
über die Deklaration von Vieh und Sklaven in Syrien und Phönikien, Aegyptus 
X V I 1936, pp 2 5 7 - 2 8 8 . 

21 Wilhelm S c h u b a r t , Das hellenistische Königsideal nach Inschriften und 
Papyri, Archiv für Papyrusforschung, X I I 1937, pp 1 — 26. 

22 Walter H e l l e b r a n d , Arbeitsrechtliches in den Zenon-Papyri, Festschrift 
Paul Koschaker, I I I 1939, pp 2 4 1 - 2 6 7 . 

23 Walter E r d m a n n , Zum γάμος άγραφος der graeco-aegyptischen Papyri, 
ibid., pp 224—240. 

24 H. L e w a l d , Conflits de lois dans le monde grec et romain, 'Αρχείον 
'Ιδιωτικού Atxaïou, X I I I 1946, pp 30-78. 

25 Richard S e i d e r , Beiträge zur ptolemäischen Verwaltungsgeschichte. Der 
Nomarches. Der Dioiketes Apollonios, Heidelberg, 1938 (not seen by me). 

26 Z a k i ' A l y , Some Aspects of the Judicial System in Ptolemaic Egypt in 
the Third Century B.C., Bulletin de la Société Royale d' Archéologie d'Alexandrie, 
35, 1942, pp 95-108. 

2| Er. B ö r n e r , Der staatliche Korniransport im griechisch-römischen Aegypten, 
Diss. Hamburg, 1939 (not seen by me). 

2R Emiel L a v i g n e , De Epistates van het Dorp in Ptolemaeisch Egypte, Lou-
vain, 1945. 

29 Marie-Thérèse L e n g e r , Les lois et ordonnances des Lagides, Chronique 
d'Egypte, 37, 1944, pp 108 — 146; Les prostagmata des rois Lagides. Contribution 
à l'étude de la legislation ptolémaïque, Revue internationale des Droits de l'Anti-
quité, I 1948, pp 119 — 132 (not seen by me). 

30 Ε. V a n ' Τ D a c k , La Toparchie dans l'Egypte Ptolémaïque, Chronique 
d'Egypte, 45, 1948, pp 1 4 7 - 1 6 1 . 

31 I have given a list of W. L. W e s t e r m a n n ' s many useful papers on 
slavery in an article to appear in the Mélanges F. de Visscher, and need not 
repeat them here. More pertinent to the present topic is the valuable The 
Ptolemies and the Welfare of the Subjects, American Historical Review, X L I I I 
1938, pp 2 7 0 - 2 8 7 . 
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Taubensch lag , 3 2 Montevecch i , 3 3 Peremans, 3 1 Tscher i -
k o w er,35 and the other workers in the field, we shall approach 
the complete utilization of our evidence, if many questions will 
always remain unanswered. 

If we, then, in spite of a wealth of evidence, know less than 
everything about early Ptolemaic Egypt, how much worse is our 
position in regard to Egypt of the Saite and Persian periods, 
and the Twenty-eighth to the Thirtieth Dynasties. Our evidence 
is not copious at best, and it has been little studied, either by 
Egvptologists or by Hellenists.36 The studies of Ma llet3 7 and of 
Posener'"1 merely show little we know, and few have set themsel-
ves seriously, as did Werner Schur in 1926,3J to see how far Egyp-
tian institutions of the fourth century anticipate those of the 
third. And his excellent paper shows merely that the main lines 
of Ptolemaic policy already existed : a strict fiscality to pay for 
Greek mercenaries and overseas political interests. Of the actual 
administrative machinery of these immediate predecessors of the 
Ptolemies we know little more than the existence of those 
perennial features of Egyptian life, the court, the temples, 
the feudal aristocracy in the nomes, and the long-suffering 
peasantry. 

It is true that this picture can be filled in by inference. Egypt 
under the Old Kingdom and the Empire is fairly well known, 

32 Notably the magisterial The Law of Greco-Roman Egypt in the Light of 
the Papyri, I, New York, 1944; II, Warsaw, 1948. 

33 Orsolina M o n t e v e c c h i , Riccrche di Sociologia nei Documenti dell'Egitto 
greco-romano, appearing currently in Aegyptus. 

34 Willy P e r e m a n s , Vremdelingen en Egyptenaren in Vroeg-Ptolemaeisch 
Egypte, Louvain, 1937. 

35 V. T s c h e r i k o w c r , Palestine under the Ptolemies, Mizraim, IV /V 1937, 
pp 9 — 90; The Jeivs in Egypt in the Hellenistic-Roman Age in the Light of the 
Papyri, Hebrew University Press, Jerusalem, 1945. 

36 The standard histories of Egypt give this period short shrift, if any. 
17 Dominique M a l l e t , Les premiers établissements des Grecs en Egypte (VIIe 

et VIe s. av. J.-C.), Mémoires publiés par les membres de la mission archéologique 
française au Caire, X I I 1; Paris, 1893; Les rapports des Grecs avec l'Egypte 
de la conquête de Cambyse, 525, à celle d'Alexandre, 331 (ibid., X L V I I I 1922). 

4 G. P o s e n e r , La première domination perse en Egypte. Recueil d'Inscrip-
tions hiéroglyphiques (Bibliothèque d'Etudes publiées sous la direction de P. Jou-
guet, directeur de l'Institut français d'archéologie orientale, X I 1936). 

39 Werner S c h u r , Zur Vorgeschichte des Ptolemäerreiches, Klio, X X 1925/26, 
pp 2 7 0 - 3 0 2 . 
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and has been the subject of a number of masterly expositions, 
notably those of B r e a s t e d , 4 0 P i r e n n e , 4 1 E r m a n followed 
by Ranke,4"1 M o r e t , 4 3 K e e s , " and many others, while W i n -
l o c k 1 ' h a s recently performed a similar service for the more dif-
ficult field of the Middle Kingdom.46 It is clear that the division 
of the country into nomes as administrative, military, religious, 
and social units goes back to a high antiquity, and continued 
essentially unchanged even with the centralized government and 
the foreign military nobility of the Empire. It is clear that the 
Pharaoh's central position in religion made him, as the living 
embodiment of the land, its processes and its gods, an absolute 
ruler of the country and the sole proprietor of its resources, as 
W i l s o n and F r a n k f o r t have shown,4 ' while at the same time 
it made him incapable of governing immediately. There must 
always have been a "Second after the King" to exercise the 
military, judicial, and administrative functions which the Pha-
raoh alone in theory possessed. Below him was a dual admini-
stration (or two administrations when Upper and Lower Egypt 
were handled separately) of service and supply, controlling 
respectively the productive activities of the country, «and the 
storage and disposal of their products. Royal scribes of high 
and low degree, professionally trained in special schools, stood 

10 James Henry Breasted , A History of Egypt, 2nd ed., New York, 1924. 
41 Jacques Pirenne, Histoire des institutions et du droit privé de Vancienne 

Egypte, Bruxelles, Editions de la Fondation Egyptologique Reine Elisabeth, 
I 1932; II 1934. 

42 Adolf E r m a n , Hermann R a n k e , Aegypten und aegyptisches Leben im 
Altertum, Tübingen, 1923. 

43 A. More t , Le Nil et la civilisation égyptienne (L'Evolution de l'Humanité), 
Paris, 1926. 

44 Kulturgeschichte des alten Orients, I. Hermann Kees , Ägypten (Müller-
Otto, Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft, III 1, 3), Munich, 1933. 

45 Η. Ε. W i n l o c k , The Rise and Fall of the Middle Kingdom in Thebes, 
New York, 1947. 

4" Cf. also the ever-brilliant Ed. Meyer (continued by H. E. St ier ) , Ge-
schichte des Altertums, I 2 (5th ed., Berlin 1926); II 1 (2d end., 1928); II 2 
(2nd ed., 1931). 

4' John A. W i l s o n , Henri F r a n k f o r t , and others, The Intellectual Adven-
ture of Ancient Man. An Essay on Speculative Thought in the Ancient Near 
East, Chicago, 1946. Henri F r a n k f o r t , Kingship and the Gods. A Study of 
the Ancient Near Eastern Religion as the Integration of Society and Nature, 
Chicago, 1948. 
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beside the officers of administration in the court, in the погас 
capitals, and in the villages, keeping those records and ren-
dering those reports which, consolidated as they went up, cul-
minated in an annual report of the year rendered to the Pharaoh. 
The basis of the economy was the land tax in grain, collected 
at the threshing floors and stored in royal granaries. Additional 
taxes were paid for other services in other commodities, precious 
metals serving as a means of exchange and reckoning until re-
placed by a currency in the Saite times. Personal services were 
required, during the inundation when agriculture lapsed, for the 
king's works, buildings, canals and dykes, with the laborers or-
ganized in troops on a semimilitary basis,48 and a corvée system 
existed for the forwarding of the king's agents and goods. Wea-
ving was done in the households on a quota basis. Fisheries were 
operated and fowling done under government supervision. There 
were great landed estates of nobles, and great temples which 
were states in miniature. Industry and commerce belonged to the 
life of the capital cities of the Nile and the Delta (metropoleis), 
and were controlled by a nexus of tariffs and monopolies ;4 9 

otherwise production was in the hands of the priests. A bulging 
bureaucracy tended to develop into a bourgeoisie, wherein one 
rose by obsequiousness. Within this world the watchword was 
"Learn to obey" . Over this native pattern of society the Em-
pire saw the superposition of a foreign court-butlers, bakers, cup-
bearers, and so on, as in the Joseph story, and a foreign army, 
in considerable part settled on the land as cleruchs, especially in 
lower Egypt. At this time, with the extensive foreign commit-
ments and the frequent foreign campaigns, Egypt must have 
become to the Pharaohs what it has been supposed to have been 
to the early Ptolemies, a base of operations and a source of 
supply, organized to produce the most possible revenue for that 
third part of the state which, according to the reconstruction of 
Hecataeus,50 was the king's, and that second third which was 
the soldiers'. 

48 For the continuation of this system under the early Ptolemies cf. Hel le -
b r a n d , op. cit. п. 22 above, pp 255 — 257. 

49 Cf. Georges Posener , Les douanes de la Méditerranée dans VEgypte Saïte, 
Revue de Philologie, 3rd Ser., X X I 1947, pp 117-131. 

Hecataeus of Abdera, in Diodorus, I. 
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With the luxury, the indolence, and the shrinking frontiers and 
royal power of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties, the central-
ization declined, and a more feudal aspect of the state appeared, 
as it had earlier at the end of the Old and Middle Kingdoms. 
How much centralization was preserved or was recreated under 
the Ethiopian, Saite, and later dynasties, cannot, seemingly, he 
told in detail. It may be that more can be made of these times 
than has been in the past, when they have never exercised much 
of an attraction for Egyptologists. Nevertheless, it is precisely 
the flourishing times in history which have left the most remains 
and are, consequently, not only the most interesting but also 
the best known. The apparent scantiness of the records in the 
centuries which interest those who would explore the prehistory 
of the Ptolemies is itself a significant record. 

Even under the strongest rulers, it is obvious that this compact, 
specialized, efficient state could exist only under conditions 
which facilitated control and denied privacy, and in that sense 
the physical conditions of Egypt may be thought, not only to 
have made possible, but actually to have caused the main lines 
of lier economy. W i l s o n and Frank for t 3 1 have argued that 
the religious pattern of Egyptian mentality contributed to the 
same end, with the emphasis on immanence and representation, 
on identification of king and gods and land and people. This 
is a notion which may perhaps be expressed by the word 'cor-
porate'. Egypt constituted one body and one soul, and in Paul's 
phrase, all Egyptians were 'members'. All existed for the sake 
of the whole and all had separate and specialized necessary func-
tions to perform, from the Pharaoh causing the sun to rise and 
the Nile to flood — and himself as sun and Nile rising and flood-
ing-down to the peasants raising the food and cutting and carrying 
the stones of the royal tombs and temples. No one could complain 
that fortune had placed his lot in humble circumstances, since 
all shared in the result, which was the well-being of the whole. 
The foot would not say, "Because I am not the hand, I am not 
of the body", nor the ear nor the eye likewise, since God had 
set the members each one of them in the body, even as it pleased 
him. Each part had need of the rest. So to the extent that we 
may assume this spirit to have permeated the land of Egypt, 

51 Op. cit. η. 47 above. 
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we may expect the maximum of efficiency and contentment, pre-
cisely the spirit, one may say, of the Greek ideal states from 
Plato down, and of the reconstructed picture of Egypt drawn 
by Hecataeus of Abdera for Ptolemy Soter. But as historical 
Egypt, under the Pharaohs or otherwise, was not always so effi-
cient and so content, but rather prone to corruption, disturbance, 
and recrimination, we must accept this beatitude as somewhat 
theoretical. 

This Pharaonic theory is recovered by reconstruction, rather 
than expressed in our sources, and it must be judged by the pro-
fessed Egyptologists. It is not, however, that we altogether lack 
evidence of Egyptian political ideas. Justice was a deity, Ma't, 
who had a cult associated with that of the Pharaoh, and justice 
between individuals appears early in a developed foim of private 
law with written instruments, deeds, contracts, wills, depositions 
and pleadings. This law derived, directly or by delegation, from 
the Pharaoh (or, in practice, from his advisers), and this curious 
anticipation of the Roman imperial system extended also to the 
forms of administrative and constitutional law expressed in the 
mandata or 'instructions' issued to officials in the name of the 
Pharaoh.52 The first Pharaoh of the Nineteenth Dynasty, Ha-
remheb, writes of his two viziers: I have put before them regula-
tions in the daily register of the palace - - I have directed them to 
the и'ay of life, I lead them to the truth, I teach them, saying : - -
clo not receive the reward of another - - How, then, shall those like 
you judge others, while there is one among you committing a crime 
against justice?53 The same precepts enter into the 'Instruction' 
literature. In a papyrus of the time of Thothmose III, among many 
items of admonition given by an unknown Pharaoh of the He-
rakleopolite Dynasty (Eighth/Ninth Dynasties) to his son Meri-
kere' occurs the following : Do justice tvhile you are on earth. 
Comfort the one who laments, be kind to the widow, expel no man 
from his ancestral possessions, and injure not the councillors in 
their places.54 

52 First observed by R o s t o v t z e f f in his introduction to P. Teb. 703. 
53 James Henry Breas ted , Ancient Records of Egypt, Chicago 1906, III p. 

31, no. 63. 
54 Adolf E r m a n , Die Literatur der Aegypter, Leipzig 1923, p. I l l f. (Eng-

lish translation by A. M. B l a c k m a n , London 1927, p. 77). 
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On t h e one h a n d , th i s ' I n s t r u c t i o n ' f o r m developed in to a lite-
r a r y t ype , a ' W i s d o m ' l i t e ra tu re which resembles in m a n y w a y s 
t h a t of t h e J e w s of t h e la ter t ime . I t s special vogue lay in t h e 
New K i n g d o m , when mos t of t h e p a p y r i were wr i t t en which h a v e 
preserved i t , n o t i n f r equen t ly der iving f r o m scribal schools, where 
these mora l exercises served t o i n s t ruc t in wr i t ing and in m a n -
ne is a t t h e same time.. T h e earliest in assumed t i m e is t h e Ins-
t ruc t ion of Ka-gemni , addressed t o his son, and d a t e d unde r H u n i 
and Snef ru . " I t sets t h e tone for t h e res t w i th i ts emphas is on 
caut ion , accuracy , and silence. Like t h e more - famous and b e t t e r 
preserved In s t ruc t i on of P t a h - h o t e p 3 6 (under Asosi, t o w a r d t h e 
end of t h e F o u r t h D y n a s t y ) , i t couples k indness wi th humi l i ty . 
Be kindly ivhen you hear the plea of a petitioner. Bend your back 
before your superior. This is a combina t ion of t h e ideal and t h e 
pract ica l , and charac ter i s t ic of E g y p t . T h e f i r s t p a r t of th is , a t 
a n y ra t e , will f i n d an echo in t h e in junc t ions of U P Z 110, of 
t h e t i m e of P t o l e m y Phi lometor , wherein W i l c k e n suspected 
t h e in f luence of scribal ins t ruc t ion of t h e old t ype . ' " 

On t h e o the r h a n d , such an ' I n s t r u c t i o n ' m a y develop in to 
ac tua l specif ic ins t ruc t ions for an o f f i c ia l . T h e bes t example 
f r o m early t imes is t h a t conta ined on t h e walls of t h e t o m b of 
Rekl imire ' a t Thebes , t h e Vizier of t h e Sou th unde r T h o t h m o s e 
I I I , 3 8 and t h a t f r o m la ter t imes is P . Teb tun i s 703, of t h e l a te 
th i rd cen tu ry B.C. If we r emember t h a t t h e one is addressed to 
a vizier b y t h e k ind and t h e o ther b y a vizier (dioiketes) t o a local 
subord ina te , t h e similari t ies are s t r ik ing. If we r e m e m b e r t h e 
conserva t i sm of admin i s t r a t ive m e t h o d s in a largely unchang ing 
economy, we m a y accept b o t h as represen ta t ives of t h e s ame 
t rad i t ion a l though t h e y are sepa ra t ed b y near ly th i r t een h u n d r e d 

55 Erman, op. cit. p. 99 f. There is an earlier English translation by G. 
Battiscombe Gunn The Instruction of Ptah-Hotep and the Instruction of Ke'-
gemni. The Oldest Books in the World, London 1906, pp 62 — 66. 

•'" Gunn, op. cit.; Erman, op. cit., pp 86 — 99 (pp 54—66 in the English 
edition). 

5' Ulrich Wi lcken , Urkunden der Ptolemäerzeit (ältere Funde), I, Berlin and 
Leipzig, 1927, pp 473—496. Cf. 11 60—62: περί τοΰ μ.η[3]ενα των τήν χώραν 
κατοικοόντων άδίχηθηναί ; 11 74 — 78: παρακεκληκότων θ' οπως τούτο» τοδ jj-έρους 
<σ)τοχα[α]άμενος [χηθ·έν ^μ)ήτε μ,έγίστον μήτε άναγκαιότατον ήγησήεσθε (sic!) τοδ 
και τοϊς καιροί; πρεπόντως και τοις άν[θ·]ρο»:οις άρμοζίντως φαίνεσθαι πεπολιτεομενοος. 

58 B r e a s t e d , Ancient Records II, pp 266 — 295. 
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years.5 4 Rekhmire ' was concerned with the adminis t ra t ion of 
justice, with the collection of taxes , wi th reports to the Pha raoh 
and to his colleague, the Chief Treasurer , none of which things 
came within the province of the Ptolemaic oikonomos (if t h a t is 
the off icial to whom P. Tebtunis 703 is addressed). Otherwise 
there is the same concern for the water supply, 6 0 t he movement 
of royal messengers and commodit ies,6 1 plowing, sowing, and 
harvest with the collection of the king's port ion of grain, all in 
due observance of the land registry and the sowing schedule,6" 
t imber , 6 3 cat t le , 6 4 and the ar ts and c ra f t s . 6 ' Bo th contain in-
junct ions to avoid bad company, 6 6 to p romote cheerfulness,6 7 to 
succor the hard-pressed, 6 8 to do and to promote just ice.6 9 I n 
fact , the only essential d i f ference between the two instruct ions 
is, enlighteningly enough, the Ptolemaic insistence on ' f i sca l i ty ' . 
If you make knoivn to everyone, so writes in substance the Greek 
minister, that they are rid of tlieir former ills, no one havitig the 
right to do what he wishes, but all being directed for the best, then 
you will bring the country into security and increase the re-
venues no little. " Egyp t of the New Kingdom also was or-

59 So already noted by R o s t o v t z e f f on P. Teb. 703. 
60 Rekhmire' nos 698 and 707 (pp 279 f.); P. Teb. 703, 11 2 9 - 4 0 . 
61 Rekhmire' no 709 (pp 280 f.); P. Teb. 703, 11 7 0 - 8 7 , 211-214. 
02 Rekhmire' nos 686-690 , 699, 703 (pp 277, 279); P. Teb. 703, 11 4 9 - 6 0 . 
63 Rekhmire' no 697 (p. 278); P. Teb. 703, 11 191-211. 
64 Rekhmire' no 706 (p. 280); P. Teb. 703, 11 183-191. 
05 Rekhmire' ηύ δ 753 -759 (pp 291-294) ; P. Teb. 703, 11 8 7 - 1 1 7 (tex-

tiles), 134-164 (oil), 174-182 (markets). 
06 Rekhmire' no 666 (p. 269) : Behold he is not one setting his face toward the 

officials and councillors, neither one making brethren of all the people. Similar 
forms of the maxim Evil communications corrupt good manners occur elsewhere 
in the 'Wisdom' literature. Cf. P. Teb. 703, U 273—274: μ-ή σι>μ.[πλέ]*εσθ·αι 
φαύλοις ôjuXÎatç. 

67 Rekhmire' no 715 (p. 282) carries this implication (Going forth over the land 
every morning to do the daily favors)·, more express is the Instruction of Me-
rikere' (Erman, p. I l l ) : Sei nicht böse, freundlich sein ist gut. Cf. P. Teb. 
703, 11 42—43: εΐ>·8·αρ3ε3τεροος παραίκεϋάζειν. 

68 Rekhmire' no 715 (p. 282): rewarding the oppressed; P. Teb. 703, 11 
60—63: και αν τινεί ωσι κατατεταμ-ενοι... μ,ή άνεπίοκειττ[ον έά]σθω. 

69 Rekhmire' no 669 (p. 269): The true dread of a prince is to do justice; 
no 713 (p. 281): Judging the weak and the poiverful, not bringing sorrow to the 
one who petitioned him; P. Teb. 703, 11 222 — 225: ίνα Ы μήτ|ε] παραλογεία 
μτ1οε[ΐ[ία γ]είνηται μητ' αλλο μηθέν αδίκημα τήν έπιμελειαν π[ο]ιοδ }vr) [π]αρέργως. 

70 P. Teb. 703, 11 225-234. 
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ganized to secure the largest possible revenues, bu t the purpose 
need be less openly s ta ted . I t was actual ly self-evident. And of 
course the economy was simpler. Such a complicated monstrosi ty 
as the Ptolemaic oil monopoly had no t ye t been devised. Price 
control also, which appears in the Greek t ex t in striking parallel 
to a provision of Pla to ' s Laws, '1 was not ye t necessary in a lar-
gely na tu ra l economy, even granted t h a t considerable pr iva te 
t r ade existed under the Pharaohs . 

Akin to the ' Ins t ruc t ion ' , as a fea ture of Egypt ian admini-
s t rat ion and as an expression of its philosophy, was the Wri t 
of Indulgence, or proclamation of corrected abuses. There is an 
excellent example of this form f rom the New Kingdom, which 
again f inds its counterpar t in the f i r s t two Ptolemaic centuries.7 2 

Haremheb , the f i r s t Pha raoh of the Nineteenth Dynas ty , tells, 
of his reforms in a great decree, carved on a stele erected by one 
of his pylons a t Ka rnak . 3 The emphasis is on justice. His ma-
jesty took counsel with his heart, how he might expel evil and 
suppress lying. The plans of his majesty were an excellent refuge, 
repelling violence and delivering the Egyptians from the oppressions 
which were among them. Behold, his majesty spent the гvhole time 
seeking the ivelfare of Egypt and searching out instances of op-
pression in the land. Then the scribe came. He seized palette and 
roll; he put it into writing according to all that his majesty, the 
king, himself said. He spoke as folloivs : ' My majesty commands 
as follows concerning all instances of oppression in the land\ '1 Bu t 

71 P. Teb. 703, 11 174 — 181: μελέτω δέ σοι και [ΐ]να τα [ώ]νια μ.·»] πλείονος 
πωλήται των διαγεγραμ[μ]ένων τ ιμών οσα δ' δν ήί τιμάς ο?>χ έ3τη[κ]υίας έχοντα, 
ζπί δε τοϊς Ιργαζομ,ένύις [εσ]τίν τ[ά]σσειν ας δν βο[ί>]λωνται, Ιξεταζεσ[ΰ·]ω και τοδτο 
μ-ïj παρεργως, καΐ το σόμμετρον έπιγένημα τάξας των πω[λ]ουμένων φορτίων σονανάγκαζε, 
κτλ. ; Plato, Laws X I 920 С : σονελθόντας δέ ΐδεΐν λήμμά τε και άνάλωμα τί ποτε 
τω καπήλω κέρδος ποιεί το μ-έτριον, γράψαντας δε θεϊναι το γιγνόμ-ενον άνάλωμα και 
λήμμα και φολάττειν. This sett ing of a ' fa i r ' price on commodities not 
of such a vi tal na tu re as grain is an unusual not ion in the Greek world, 
though it goes back to the earliest Mesopotamian law codes ; cf. Albrecht 
G o e t z e , Laws of Eshnunna, Sumer, IY 2, 1948, pp 69 — 73. 

'2 Cf. for the Ptolemaic material S e i d l , Ptolemäische Rechtsgeschichte, pp 
15 — 20, and for the decree of Euergetes I I in Cyprus, T. B. M i t f o r d , Contri-
butions to the Epigraphy of Cyprus, Archiv für Papyrusforschung, X I I I 1939, 
p. 32 f., no 14. Cf. Adolf W i l h e l m , Griechische Königsbriefe, (Klio, Beiheft 48, 
1943), p p 4 8 - 5 9 ; Albert R e h m , Philologus, X C V I I 1948, pp 2 6 7 - 2 7 5 , 369. 

r 3 B r e a s t e d , Ancient Records I I , pp 22 — 33, nos 45—67. 
74 No 50, p. 25. 
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what were the actual commands to e f fec tua te this high mora l 
purpose? They assume precisely the same fiscal purpose as all 
the royal legislation, earlier and later ; it is so t aken for granted 
t h a t we should be naive were we to call it disingenuous. 

If the poor man made for himself a craft гvith its sail, in order 
to be able to serve the Pharaoh, loading it with the dues for the bre-
weries and kitchens of the Pharaoh, and he was robbed of the craft 
and the dues, the poor man stood reft of his goods and stripped 
of his many labors. This is wrong, and the Pharaoh will suppress 
it by his excellent measures. The person who interferes wi th the 
shipment of Pha raoh ' s goods will be punished severely, na tura l ly , 
bu t the case of a poor man who might be shipping something for 
any other purpose is not considered. Perhaps there would be n o n e . " 

If the poor man needs wood to serve the Pharaoh , it shall be 
furnished hiin. If the poor man has been robbed, no further exac-
tions for dues shall be made from him, when he has nothing. If 
a poor man brings offerings for the harem or for the gods, and 
is robbed, the robber will be punished. If tax-collectors seize the 
slaves of the people and compel them to do forced labor, t h a t 
is wrong. If troops collecting hides steal t hem wi thout applying 
the royal b rand , so t h a t when the tax-collectors come to collect 
hides, the people have none l e f t , t h a t is wrong. If t reasury ins-
pectors connive with local tax-collectors to defraud the t reasury , 
t h a t is wrong. If the officials t ake the best of the vegetables 
of the poor, saying t h a t they are for the Pharaoh , when t hey 
are not , so t h a t the people mus t pay double, t h a t is wrong. ,f' 
When, in the concluding sections of the decree, the Pha raoh 
claims : I have improved the entire land, my majesty has done this 
to improve the laws of Egypt ; my majesty is legislating for Egypt, 
to prosper the life of the inhabitants, ' ' there is no question in whose 
interest these reforms were ef fec ted . To be sure, as to the obliga-
tion of silver and gold, my majesty remits it, in order that there 
be not collected an obligation of anything frcyn the official staff of 
the South and North. 8 There were banque ts and gif ts . Every man 
sat down at a portion of every good thing, of good bread, of meat 
of the storehouses. The king appeared to the people, throwing them 

75 No 51, p. 26. 
70 Nos 5 2 - 5 9 , pp 2 6 - 3 0 . 
77 No 63, p. 31. 
78 L. cit. 
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gifts from the balcony. ' ' In other words, t he Pha raoh was ' j u s t ' 
so t h a t he might be generous. 

In contras t , t he great decree, or series of decrees, of P to lemy 
Euergetes I I da ted in 118 B. C. is less theoretical and more 
detailed.8U Other f ragmenta ry decrees of the same type , earlier 
and later , show t h a t the type was so familiar t ha t it had be-
come something of a form, and needed l i t t le rhetoric. Neverthe-
less, it is remarkable how m a n y of the provisions of Haremheb ' s 
decree recur. Persons connected with the revenues of the king 
are to be protected f rom interference.8 1 They may no t be com-
pelled to labor pr ivately for off icials . !>~ Boats are not to be re-
quisitioned.1" Persons usefully employed are not to be arrested 
on pr iva te charges.8 1 No one is to collect anything whatever from 
the cultivators and the tax-payers and the persons connected with 
the revenues and the honey-workers and the rest for the benefit ot 
the strategi or chiefs of the phylacitae or archiphylacitae or oeco-
nomi or their agents or the other officials.8S Undoubted ly the 
in tent and perhaps the effect of the decree was to improve the 
lot of t h a t practically unchanging basis of Egypt ian economy, 
the peasant . He would be part icular ly interested, I suppose, in 
the conf i rmat ion of the asylum granted to m a n y Egyp t i an temp-
les,86 and to the provision for the se t t lement under nat ive law 
in na t ive courts of suits based on contracts wr i t ten in his own 
language. 8 . The Ptolemies, like the Pharaohs , were concerned to 
protect the people f rom the great th i rd estate, the bureaucracy, 
bu t their concern was not disinterested. Like the Romans later , 
they m a y have wished to see t h a t their sheep were not f layed , 
b u t they wished also to make sure t h a t they were fleeced by no 
one b u t themselves. 

These, we m a y say, are the actuali t ies of the si tuat ion, the 
pe rmanen t features , th roughout an t iqui ty , of the Egypt ian scene. 

79 No 66, p. 32. 
80 The Tebtunis Papyri , ed. Bernard P. G r e n f e l l , Ar thur S. H u n t , . J . Gil-

be r t S m y l y , I , London, 1902, pp 17 — 58, no 5. 
81 LI 1 6 8 - 1 7 7 . 
82 LI 1 7 8 - 1 8 7 ; 2 4 8 - 2 5 1 . 
83 LI 2 5 2 - 2 5 4 . 
84 LI 2 5 5 - 2 6 4 . 
85 LI 1 3 8 - 1 4 3 . 
86 LI 8 3 - 84. 
87 LI 2 0 7 - 2 2 0 . 
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W h a t impact did it make on those invetera te theorizers and con-
summate businessmen which were, and are, the Greeks ? 

I t has long been recognized t h a t the Greeks contr ibuted one 
notion to Ptolemaic Egyp t , t h a t rat ionalizat ion of kingship which, 
appearing as far back as the f i f t h cen tu iy B. C., was ref ined 
and systematized in the fourtli , and wi th the th i rd became ste-
reotyped in t h e conventional forms which i t was to main ta in 
down through the Roman Empire and beyond. There is no need 
here to discuss this mater ia l in detail , for it is well known. 8 8 

At least three ideas of Greek political t hough t coalesce in it : 
f i r s t , the hegemonial principle for combining various and differ-
ring political uni ts into one s t a t e ; second, the philosophical con-
ception t h a t the best , whether several or one, had a na tu ra l 
r ight to rule and should rule in the interest of securing the good 
life for everyone; and th i rd , a practical observation of the effec-
tiveness of the old t r ibal monarchy as preserved in Macedon, 
with the king as general, judge, and priest . 8 9 I t is not impos-
sible t h a t the observation of oriental monarchies in the four th 
century contr ibuted to the development of the idea. Xenophon ' s 
Cyropaedia was widely read, m a n y Greeks experienced service 
under kings, and even t h a t dauntless Athenian, Isocrates, paid 

m A full bibliography of the discussion of kingship and the royal cult is 
given by R o s t o v t z e f f , Hellenistic World, p. 1379 f., no 83. To this may be 
added the book of Louiß D e l a t t e , Les Traités de la royauté ďEcphante, Dio-
togène et Sthénidas (Bibliothèque de la faculté de philosophie et lettres de Γ Uni-
versité de Liège, 97, 1942); cf. the comments of Erwin R. G o o d e n o u g h , Class-
ical Philology, X L I Y 1949, pp 129 — 131. Cf. also the recent papers of Jul ien L. 
T o n d r i a u , Le point culminant du culte des souverains, Etudes Classiques, X V 
1947, 100 —113; Un thiase dionysiaque à Peluse sous Ptolémée Philopator, Bulle-
tin de la Société royale d'Archéologie d'Alexandrie, 37 1948, pp 3 —11; Prin-
cesses Ptolémaïques comparées à des deesses, ibid., pp 13 — 33; Rois Lagides com-
parés ou identifiés à des divinités, Chronique d'Egypte, 45/46 1948, pp 127 —146. 

89 Discussions usually confine themselves to the second of these three points, 
bu t there can be no doubt t h a t Isocrates, a t least, was most af fec ted by the 
last. The growth of the hegemonial not ion in Greece as a constructive form in 
in ters ta te relations has never received adequate recognition. Cf. the magisterial 
survey of Heinrich T r i e p e l , Die Hegemonie. Ein Buch von führenden Staaten, 
Stu t tga r t and Berlin, Kohlhammer , 1938. Apparen t perhaps f i rs t in the or-
ganization of the Peloponnesian League in the sixth century the principle 
carries through the f i f t h and four th centuries unt i l it receives terminological 
recognition in the League of Corinth. The s ta te of the Seleucids, a t any ra te , 
and perhaps t h a t of the Ptolemies in its widest extent , owes much to this 
conception. 
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Iiis respects from afar. There came to be a religious side of the 
matter too, of course, though the Greek habit was first to ap-
prove and only afterwards to worship, and the ruler cults, what-
ever political purpose they may have served, always partook 
of the nature of what Livy called a legitimus honor.90 And there 
was the other side of the picture as well, at least in the sequel. 
If kings were inevitable, as they seemed to be, then they might 
as well be good ones. This was why Demetrius of Phaleron re-
commended to Ptolemy I the reading of the treatises oil king-
ship, so that he might know what was expected of him.41 Cer-
tainly, as S e i d l has wisely pointed oat,9 2 all this tended to make 
the rule of a king palatable to the Greeks in the Hellenistic mo-
narchies, a very useful provision. The kings, like the later Roman 
emperors, needed the Greeks, and the Greeks might profit under 
the kings, but however adroit he may be, no Greek, ancient or 
modern, ever thought that anyone was really superior to himself. 

It has been less clearly recognized that the Greeks contributed 
a second political rationalization which has had fully as wide 
an influence as that of monarchy. One of the very few to hint 
at this was Hans Erich S t i e r , the faithful follower of Eduard 
M e y e r . In a paper read at the last great pre-war congress, that 
of archaeology, held in Berlin on the eve of the war which has 
brought so many cbanges," he pointed out the fascination which 
Egypt exercised on the Greeks, and brings together Herodotus, 
Hecataeus, and the political writings of Plato, especially the Laws, 
which even in the fourth century people thought was inspired 
by Egypt — a charge which Crantor has perpetuated in attempting 
to refute.94 It would be useless to argue again the question, 
whether Plato may himself have visited Egypt or not.9: ' It is im-

90 Charles F. E d s o n , Legitimus honor. A Note on Hellenistic Ruler-worship, 
Harvard Theological Review, X X V I 1933, p. 324 f . ; Livy, X X X I I 25, 2 - 4 . 

91 Stobaeus, IV, vii, 27; noted by R o s t o v t z e f f , Journal of Egyptian 
Archaeology, VI 1920, p. 173; E. R. G o o d e n o u g h , Yale Classical Studies, 
I 1928, p. 58. 

92 Ptolemäische Rechtsgeschichte, p. 12. 
,J,i Hellas und Aegypten, Bericht über den VI. Internationalen Kongress für 

Archäologie, Berlin, 21—26 August 1939, Berlin, 1940, pp 282-291. 
91 Cited by Proclus in Tim. I, p. 76, 2 (Diehl). 
93 Mal le t , Rapports (op. cit. η. 37, above), pp 125 — 134; J. B idez , Eos 

ou Platon et l'Orient, Bruxelles, 1945, chap. III ; A.-J. Fes tug ière , Platon 
ei l'Orient, Revue de Philologie, 3rd Ser., X X I , 1947, pp 5 - 4 5 . 
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possible to prove that he did not, but, on the other hand, he 
need not have visited Egypt to be familiar with it, as G e f f c k e n 
noted.'"' Eudoxus could have told him all he wished to know, 
and in Plato's last years, the Athenian Chabrias was running 
the Egvptian economy practically as a Ptolemaic dioiketes. ''' The 
lands of the eastern Mediterranean had become in the fourth cen-
tury again one world, as they must have been in the sixth. 
Whatever iron curtains had existed in the period of Persian 
and Athenian imperialism had vanished. There was no reason 
why Plato could not have known all about Egypt, and there was 
every reason why he should have wanted to. 

It is unnecessary to point out the troubles of metropolitan 
Greece, and of the older city states, in the fourth century. Later 
events amply refute those who would speak here of the 'bank-
ruptcy' of the city state. Actually, the Greek city remained as 
the model of proper living down through the Hellenistic times, 
when the kings founded numerous cities of varying types, and 
through the Roman Empire, which was at its best a state of 
cities.98 Details changed, but the city went on, and Plato and 
the rest of the 'utopiasts' onlv did the obvious in conceiving of 
the ideal community in the form of a city. But while the Greeks 
felt no need for a substitute for the polis, it was becoming pain-
fully evident that the poleis must, if they were to realize the 
good life to which they were dedicated, learn to get on with each 
other or else submit to some authority which could make them 
do so. One solution was withdrawal. Plato's Magnesia was to lie 
in a remote and uninviting corner of Crete, but even so, it was 
to cap a tight economic system with rigid protection of the ci-
tizens from foreign ideas by a tough and effective military estabr 
lishinent.9 ' The other solution was to combine into larger terri-
torial units, able to maintain themselves economically and mili-
tarily. From either point of view, Egypt must have seemed to 

"6 J. G e f f c k c n , Platon und der Orient, Neue Jahrbücher für Wissenschaft 
und Jugendbildung, V 1929, pp 517—528. 

97 Cf. most significantly the anecdotes in pseudo-Aristotl«, Oeconomica, II 
25 and 37 (Schur , op. cit., p. 282). 

98 Cf. the useful protest of R o s t o v t z e f f , Hellenistic World, pp 1119—1122. 
Cf. my sketch, The Economic Background of Plato's Communism, The Tasks 

of Economic History, being Supplement VIII 1948, of The Journal of Economic 
History, pp 101 — 114. 
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many Greeks the ideal answer, being at once remote and sell-
sufficient. This, in my opinion, was the rationalization, if not 
the discovery, of Hecataeus. Hecataeus proclaimed for Ptolemy 
and for the Greeks that in Egypt the ideal state of the philo-
sophers had come true. It is remarkable how little he had to 
falsify to draw his picture. 

Hecataeus devotes much space to Pliaraonic legal institutions,100 

but there is no occasion here to go into the question of civil and 
criminal law. The actual history of Pharaonic law is still to be 
written. No one has undertaken it since the somewhat 'prehi-
storic' days of Eugène R e v i l l o u t , 1 0 1 although the lack is met 
somewhat by brief surveys in the general books, and by such 
useful if partial studies as that of Jacques P i r e n n e . l u : The ma-
terial on civil law, particularly, is ample, especially after Boccho-
ris, who introduced written pleadings.103 For the Ptolemaic period, 
the general sketch of Erwin S e i d l , and the special studies on 
historical principles of K u n k e l,1 0 4 Be r n e k e r , " 1 ' H e l l e b r a n d 
and Erdraann , 1 " 6 show how fruitful the field is. Se id l 1 " ' identi-
fies in the Ptolemaic period three systems of law in Egypt ; the 
national, inherited from pre-Ptolemaic times ; the Greek, based 
on the comparative study of Greek law pursued in the schools 

100 Diodorus, I 7 7 - 8 0 , 2. 
Especially his Précis du droit égyptien comparé aux autres droits de VAn-

tiquité, 2 vols, Paris, 1899 — 1903. 
10" Op. cit. n. 41 above. Cf. also the useful brief remarks of E r m a n - R a n k e , 

Aegypten, pp 146 — 174 (on police and courts), of Kees , Aegypten, pp 218 — 227 
(law and the courts), and of Se id l , Einführung in die ägyptische Rechtsgeschichte 
(part 10 of Alexander S c h a r f f ' s Aegyptologische Forschungen·, not seen by me). 

10:1 This was the opinion of G r i f f i t h , based on the Demotic Papyri of the 
John Rylands Library in Manchester, and it has been commonly accepted (cf. 
for example W. K u n k e l , Griechische und ägyptische Elemente im Eidesrecht 
der Ptolemäerzeit, Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte, Rom. Abt., 
LI 1931, pp 245 — 256; Erich Rerneker , Zur Rechtskraft im ptolemäischen Pro-
zessrecht, Festschrift Paul Koschaker, III 1939, pp 268 — 280). It has been called 
in question, at least in this simple form, by Seidl (op. cit., η. 102 above); cf. 
the brief summary, Helene von Zeiss l , Aethiopen und Assyrer in Aegypten. 
Beiträge zur Geschichte der ägyptischen „Spätzeit", part. 14 of Alexander Schar f ' s 
Aegyptologische Forschungen, J. J. Augustin, Glückstadt und Hamburg, 1944, 
p. 75 f. 

104 Op. cit. η. 103 above, pp 229-276. 
105 Op. cit. η. 103 above. 
106 Op. cit. η. 23 above. 
107 Ptolemäische Rechtsgeschichte, pp 15 — 20. 
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of Plato and Aristotle; and the royal, promulgated through the 
king's prostagmata, diagrammata,1ÜS etc., designed to enforce the 
king's interest and to mediate between the other two systems — 
to resolve those conflicts of law to which L e w a Id has drawn 
attention.109 This is a useful reminder of how large an element 
of continuum there was in Ptolemaic Egypt , and the legal section 
of Hecataeus' account would repay a closer analysis than it has 
received. 

Briefly, however, it may be observed that this part of Heca-
taeus' narrative also displays that dual purpose which has led 
moderns either to defend his accuracy or to brand him as a writer 
of a utopia. Actually, of course, he was both, since his material 
coincided with his ideas, and since, as a follower of Plato, his 
purpose was entirely practical. By describing the realm which Pto-
lemy had won, he would point out its true character and po-
tentialities. Some of the legal institutions he describes seem to 
be literally correct, the use of written pleadings just mentioned, 
the decisive role of the oath in suits,1111 and the protection of the 
person against seizure in civil claims.111 Others have more of 
a theoretical look, especially the 'poetically' just punishments 
for false-witness, for forgery, and for betrayal of secrets to the 
enemy.112 The prescribed penalty for desertion, disgrace, is remi-
niscent of Plato.113 

Another reminiscence of Plato, which may well nevertheless be 
entirely historical if certainly over-simplified, is the reference to 
medicine. Medical treatment was free but drastic, and the author 
may have had in mind Plato's scorn of hypochondriacs. He, too, 
seems to have shared the feeling that ailing persons should die 
or get well promptly.1 1 4 

On the subject of population, Hecataeus was in a dilemma. 
He could go with Plato on the subject of public nurseries, making 
the rearing of children painless and without cost to the parents, 

108 Cf. Lenger , op. cit. η. 29 above, and on the diagrammata in particular, 
C. B. Wel les , American Journal of Archaeology, XLII 1938, pp 245 — 260. 

!09 Op. cit. η. 24 above. 
110 Diodorus I 79, 1; cf. Kunke l , op. cit. η. 103 above. 
111 Diodorus I 79, 3. 
m Diodorus I 77, 4; 78, 3. 
113 Diodorus I 78, 1 - 2 ; Plato, Lauis, XII 943. 
114 Diodorus I 82; Plato, Republic, III 406 D/E. 
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but he could not hold to the principle of restriction of popula-
tion. Ptolemy certainly took over an underpopulated land. 
The Zenon papyri bear eloquent witness to the shortage of labor.116 

Consequently Hecataeus must preach the doctrine of large fami-
lies. Even women condemned to death for a crime were to be 
allowed to give birth before being executed.11 ' 

Hecataeus lists five classes in the state, ш as Herodotus earlier, 
though without any special reason, had listed seven.11' Modern 
writers list more or less. Actually, of course, what had pre-
vailed in Egypt from the early times, and what was also duly 
noted by Herodotus,121 was an expectation that professions 
would be hereditary in the family. Plato's interest in enlisting 
the 'best brains' for the service of the state was represented by 
the possibilities of a scribal career, the advantages of which are 
repeatedly emphasized in Egyptian literature.12~ A bright child 
could, seemingly, without too much - difficulty, be entered· in 
a scribal school, from which after stern years of study under 
a master and his rod he would go forth with a knowledge of read-
ing and writing, and his future advancement was limited only 
by his own abilities. But otherwise, son followed father, learning 
his skills. Only the children of priests, according to Hecataeus,123 

would have such an education as Plato contemplated, arithmetic, 
geometry, and astronomy. Thus a kind of fixed class or caste 
system prevailed, and the number of the classes or castes de-
pended on how you counted them. Hecataeus' list of priests, 
warriors, herdsmen, husbandmen, and artisans is as good as any, 
though where he would have put, for example, the numerous and 

115 Diodorus I 80, 3 - 6 . 
116 Cf. H e l l e b r a n d , op. cit. η. 22 above. 
117 Diodorus I 77, 9/10. 
118 Diodorus I 7 3 - 7 4 , 7. 
119 Herodotus II 164-168. 
120 Cf. Breas ted , History of Egypt, p. 246; Mo ret , Le Nil, p. 307 f . ; 

A census conducted under Thuthinose IV listed soldiers, priests, royal serfs, 
and craftsmen (Breasted , Ancient Records, II p. 165, n. a). 

121 He calles them γενεαί rather than τίγναι, II 164, 1. 
122 Notably in the Instruction of Duauf, which dates about 2000 В. C. 

(Erman, Literatur der Aegypter, pp 100 — 105; pp 67 — 72 in the English trans-
lation of B l a c k m a n ) . 

123 Diodorus I 81; cf. Mal le t , Rapports (op. cit. η. 37 above), p. 132. 
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important cemetery workers is not so clear.1"' He does not consi-
der, also, the merchants of the nome capitals, traders, importers, 
and exporters;1"' this may be due to Platonic 'indoctrination' (to 
use a favorite word of the modern bureaus) against such activities. 

As to the country's economy, Hecataeus was, certainly in the 
main lines of his description, quite correct, as well as faithful 
to the theoretical conceptions of Plato. Productive activity was 
in the hands of specialists, artisans who made things, husband-
men who cultivated the land — all the land — and herdsmen 
who reared and cared for all the livestock (whether two or four-
legged). 126 We might add also a host more, fowlers, fishermen, 
bee-keepers, quarry and mine-workers, transport workers, and so 
on, but for the general pattern, Hecataeus gives enough; he was 
sufficiently Greek, sufficiently Platonic, to be unwilling to clut-
ter up his picture with too much detail, and for the categories 
of activity which he omits, the same system of operation pre-
vailed. To be sure, he would not or could not characterize these 
groups as citizens of a lower order, or as not citizens at all;1"' 
there was no citizenship in Egypt, either in the times he descri-
bed or in the times in which he lived. Nevertheless, quite as in 
Plato's notion, these workers made up a supporting basis for 
the supported classes which had other things to do, the priests 
with their obligations to serve the gods and to advise the king, 
and the warriors with their obligation to unhampered military 
service. Each of these was assigned a third of the grain land, the 
remaining third going to the governing group, the king and the 
bureaucracy. By this system, in Hecataeus' euphemistic phrase, 
these were supported, without the necessity of levying taxes.1-11 

This is, of course, an agreeable fiction, in both respects, since we 
know otherwise that the peasants in Pharaonic'"' as in Ptole-

124 Such as those of the Theban necropolis who had trouble collecting their 
salaries under Ramses III ( E r m a n - R a n k e , p. 141; Kees , p. 214). For the 
Ptolemaic period cf. for example the çhoachytae documents published by Ulrich 
W i l c k e n , Urkunden der Ptolemäerzeit, II 2, 1937, pp 128 193. 

125 E r m a n - R a n k e , pp 571-619 ; Kees , p. 103 f. 
120 Diodorus I 74, 3 - 5 . 
127 In the Laws, Plato conceives of the farm laborers as serfs, and of the 

artisans as metics. 
128 Diodorus I 73, 6. 
129 Cf. Breas ted , p. 237; E r m a n - R a n k e , p. 171; Ed. Meyer , I 2, 

p. 193 f. 
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maic E g y p t " 0 did pay actual taxes o f various sorts, and to call 
the government ' s share o f the harvest an εκφόριον did not ne-
cessarily make it any easier to p a y . It is a p i ty that Hecataeus 
did not speci fy the size o f this governmental port ion. W e have 
only the author i ty o f Genesis that it was a f i f th . 1 3 1 

T w o points in Hecataeus ' narrative are less useful to our, and 
to his, purpose . The description o f Pharaonic E g y p t called ob -
viously for the exaltation o f the Egypt ian priests,1 3 2 hut they 
f i t in neither with Plato 's ideas nor with Pto l emy ' s . A Greek had 
little interest, theoretical ly or practical ly , in a hereditary and 
professional pr iesthood, 1 3 3 a lthough a Greek scholar might respect 
the Egypt ian priests as the bearers o f an age-old wisdom, and 
P t o l e m y wished neither t o allow the priests a third o f his arable 
land nor t o subject himself to their advice . 1 3 4 Equal ly little, 
I suppose, wou ld P t o l e m y have wished to subject himself to the 
restraints and the routine which Hecataeus describes as making 
up the life of a Pharaoh . 1 3 ' T o be sure, this last description does 
contain the kind o f in junct ion to act just ly which appear alike 
in the Egypt ian literature and in the Greek treatises περί βασιλάας. 

M y suggestion is, therefore, that the history o f Hecataeus 
was a ' c o m m a n d per formance , ' an interpretation o f Pharaonic 
E g y p t in the terms o f Greek political philosophy.1 3 , 1 That it was 
so successful in b o t h respects is a tribute t o the close intellectual 
relations which prevailed between Greeks and Egypt ians in 
earlier centuries, culminating in the school o f Plato in the fourth 
century. 

There is no d o u b t that the Greeks made a third contr ibut ion 
also t o the life and thought o f E g y p t in the third century , although 

130 Wilcken, Grundzüge, pp 169-173. 
131 Genesis 47: 26. The figure is accepted by Breasted, p. 237, and by 

Ed. Meyer, II 1, p. 67f, but the general silence of our sources from Herodotus 
down leads one to suspect that the percentage was not always the same. 

132 Diodorus I 73, 1 - 5 . Cf. Ed. Meyer, II 2, p. 42 f. 
lo3 But Meyer calls attention to Plato's remark in the Politicus 290 D. 
134 R o s t o v t z e f f , Hellenistic World, pp 280 — 284, and elsewhere. 
135 Diodorus I 70 -71 . 
136 So F. J a c o b y , Real-Encyclopaedic, VII 1912, 2763 f. Cf. W. Schubart , 

op. cit. η. 21 above, p. 3: Alle späteren zehren im Grunde von Piatons Gut. In 
this place Schubart seemed on the point of saying much of the contents 
of this paper, but confined himself to the problem of kingship only. 
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as S c h u r 1 5 ' and others have recognized, it was a contr ibut ion 
which begins as far back as the Saite t imes, when Greeks began 
again coming to E g y p t as merchants , and also as soldiers and 
advisers. It was a contr ibut ion concerned with that practical 

#rather than theoretical Greek interest, m o n e y . 
W e m a y suppose that E g y p t used m o n e y as early as the 

Twenty -S ix th D v n a s t y , when Greek mercenaries were f irst emp-
loyed , but , if so, this must have been Greek m o n e y . The earliest 
Egypt ian minting which seems certain occurred under Tachos . 1 3 8 

W i t h Alexander and P t o l e m y , minting came to stay, and the 
possibilities o f exploit ing the country , either b y the government 
or b y an enterprising individual , began to be fully recognized. 

T o discuss this matter in any detail wou ld be a long matter , 
and the material for on ly one phase o f it is at hand. Studies 
in the papyr i o f the mid-third century will certainly make it 
possible t o see, eventual ly , what were the possibilities o f personal 
advantage for a Greek in E g y p t under Soter and Philadelphus 
and Euergetes. Obv ious ly government service was one w a y , b u t 
not the only one. Government servants certainly engaged in busi-
ness for themselves, and there were certainly Greeks in E g y p t 
doing well for themselves in a private capac i ty ; witness Zenon 
and m a n y o f his friends in and around Philadelphia in the forties 
and thirties.1 3 9 Zenon had not abandoned a brilliant career at 
court to vegetate on a sand-heap at the edge o f F a y u m for no-
thing. One could do business there, b e c o m e prosperous and live 
a good life, but we have not ye t col lected the evidence. There 
was a pro f i tab le retail trade in goods and services, and there 
was a place for middlemen to dispose o f government surpluses 
local ly under contract , an operation which could be more than 
ordinarily pro f i tab le if y o u en joyed political in f luence . 1 "' All o f 

13? Schur, op. cit., η. 39 above. 
138 Schur, p. 282. On the Athenian coins in Egypt cf. Ε. S. G. Rob inson , 

Numismatic Chronicle, 1947, pp 115 — 121. On the Neb-Nefer gold of Tachos, 
Arpag Mekhitarian, Sursaut ďun Empire agonisant. L'Aube du système mo-
nétaire en Egypte, La Revue du Caire, 1944, pp 514—527. On the early satrapal 
coinage, Ε. T. Newel l , Miscellanea Numismatica, Cyrene to India (Numismatic 
Notes and Monographs, 82 1938), pp 60 — 75. 

R o s t o v t z e f f , Large Estate (op. cit. η. 12 above), pp 158—161. 
140 In such a transaction as that in William Linn Westermann, Elizabeth 

Sayre Hasenochr l , Zenon Papyri I, New York, 1934, pp 144 — 149, no 55, 
I suspect that the noinarch Etearchus is acting for himself, in negotiating 
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the money to be made in Egypt did not go into government 
coffers, or even as graft into the hands of corrupt or complaisant 
officials. 

The governmental economy of the Ptolemies has received ample 
and detailed treatment, though there is still room for much mo-, 
nographic investigation. But we may hope also for analytical 
as well as descriptive studies, and especially for the use of the 
historical method. So much, even of the governmental economy 
of the Ptolemies, goes back to earlier times. 

It is easy to point to the organization of the 'monopolies' as 
Greek in conception, or at least to the tax-farming features of 
them. This was one of the most characteristic, as well as one 
of the least desirable, features of Greek public life. I can not 
feel that the Ptolemaic telonai had their activities so effectively 
circumscribed in practice as they are in theory in the Revenue 
Laws.111 I suspect that there will be found many other fiscal 
elements, also, which can be traced to Greek ingenuity. In 
addition to their natural aptitude in this direction, we may 
remember that the Greeks of the fourth century, especially 
in connection with the encyclopaedic activities of the Peri-
patos, had made a special study of the subject of governmental 
finance, on the most practical and least idealistic plane. The 
actual collection of financial prestidigitations which we have in 
the second book of the pseudo-Aristotelian Oeconomica is later 
than the administration of Demetrius of Phaleron at Athens, 
and however excellent were the finances of this distinguished 
pupil of Theophrastus,112 we cannot think of him as thumbing 
through its pages in the prytanaeum, or of smuggling out a copy 
of it when he was compelled to remove himself to the court of 
Ptolemy Soter. It can hardly even have been his vademecum 
when he composed for that monarch the code of laws which we 

a transfer of surplus government wine at Philadelphia to the merchants of 
Bacchias and Hephaestias. Editors have been too little ready to look for this 
sort of interpretation, or indeed, to think of Egypt from the point of view 
of the people who lived and made their livings there. It is in this respect 
that the remarkable book of Franz C u m o n t , L'Egypte des Astrologues, Fon-
dation Egyptologique Reine Elisabeth, Bruxelles 1937, is so useful. It makes 
it possible for us to view the country through the eyes of its inhabitants. 

141 R o s t o v t z e f f , Hellenistic World, pp 3 2 8 - 3 3 0 . 
ш Cf. W. S. F e r g u s o n , Hellenistic Athens, 1911, p. 58 f. 
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should like to well to know.143 But the collection springs from 
the activities of Demetrius' school, and testifies to his familiarity 
with the problem of raising money. This problem was Ptolemy's 
necessity, and we must recognize that Demetrius' financial ex-
perience must have been largely drawn upon in planning the 
economv of Ptolemaic Egypt. 

To sum up, then. My suggestion is that, as regards Egypt, 
Ptolemy took over a going concern, and did not change it very 
m u c h , ' " except as was necessary to adapt it to Macedonian con-
trol and to the Greek monetary economy. His governmental philo-
sophy, the rationalization of his own position and of his state 
socialism (or whatever we may choose to call it), was supplied 
by the Greek speculation of the fourth century. 

C. Bradford Welles 
[Yale University] 

143 Real-Encyclopaedie, IV 1901, 2821/2. 
144 Even the strategoi of the noraes were hardly an innovation, since they 

rather superseded than supplanted the old nomarchs. Other such standard fea-
tures of the Ptolemaic economy as the dioiketes and his agents, the oikonomoi, 
the cleruchs, the tariffs and monopolies, the gift-estates, and the census, were 
all previously existing under the Pharaohs. Of that great institution, the ca-
daster and the land records, of the early times, we shall know more when the 
material in Sir Alan G a r d i n e r ' s monumental publication of The Wilbour Pa-
pyrus (Oxford, 1942 — 1948) has been thoroughly studied. 


