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Abstract 

Carlos Rene Villafane Silva 

The Perioikoi: a Social, Economic and Military Study of the Other Lacedaemonians 

 

Following recent advances in the study of the perioikoi of Laconia, especially those focusing 

on their political status and their respective poleis, I offer the first full-length study of the 

perioikoi, in order to highlight their relevance and positive contribution to the 

Lacedaemonian state. This work acts both as a stand-alone piece and a supplement to existing 

seminal studies in the fields of Spartan and helot studies. It looks at Sparta and Laconia from 

a perioikic point of view, with a focus on the role of the perioikoi as a people and as fellow 

Lacedaemonians. Limited to the classical period, this study examines and analyses all the 

appearances of Lacedaemonian perioikoi in textual sources and in material culture with the 

aim of shedding more light on what has always been an obscure group.  

 This study begins with the difficulties posed by both ancient sources and modern 

scholarship. Since textual evidence for the perioikoi is scarce, there have been few studies 

devoted to them, whereas studies of Spartans and the helots have become ever more common 

over recent decades. However, when we begin to explore who the perioikoi were, in the 

general sense of the word, and what it meant to be a Lacedaemonian then we can appreciate 

that these perioikoi were a complex group because of their status as Lacedaemonians, 

something which differentiated them from other perioikoi in the Greek world. As 

Lacedaemonians, they interacted with the many groups that inhabited Laconia, especially the 

helots, and shared the same objectives as the Spartans when it came to controlling and 

keeping watch over the helots. Furthermore, they enjoyed a professional and cordial 

relationship with the Spartans. Most importantly, however, we find that, as fellow-

Lacedaemonians, they enjoyed exceptional freedom when operating in the Lacedaemonian 

army. As individuals they could hold high-ranking positions, command soldiers, and even be 

trusted with missions that could change the course of action in war; and as collective groups 

they could fight in strictly elite units. The Spartans knew they could rely on the skills of the 

perioikoi as soldiers. The fact that Lacedaemonian perioikoi rebelled extremely rarely is 

testament to their loyalty not just to Sparta but to Laconia as well.  

 This study shows that the perioikoi of Laconia were not a psychologically, 

economically or socially subdued group. They enjoyed all the freedoms and advantages of 

being Lacedaemonians in their own right and by working alongside one of the most powerful 

city-states of classical Greece, Sparta. It also shows that Laconia was more than just Sparta 

and the cities that surrounded it. The common link between Sparta and the perioikoi was their 

shared identity as Lacedaemonians. The Peloponnesian War, as we know it today, was fought 

between Sparta and Athens, but in antiquity it was viewed as Athens against the 

Lacedaemonians. That is why there existed a Lacedaemonian army, Lacedaemonian religion, 

and a Lacedaemonian culture. 
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Introduction  

 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the perioikoi of Laconia and make a better 

determination of the sort of roles they played in Spartan and Lacedaemonian society. It will 

primarily focus on the perioikoi of Laconia, and even though Messenian perioikoi will be 

mentioned and sometimes analysed, this thesis will not be an investigation of Messenian 

perioikoi. This is, in part, due to the fact that the majority of ancient evidence available 

concerns perioikoi of Laconia. Although there will be some reference to Hellenistic material, 

its scope is essentially limited to the classical period, when both Sparta and Laconia 

flourished and became one of the most powerful forces of ancient Greece. That the perioikoi 

are mostly visible in sources pertaining to the classical period is not accidental, and shows 

that as fellow Lacedaemonians they flourished socially, economically and (especially) in a 

military environment alongside the Spartans.  

The thesis has two main focuses.  The first is the social and economic characteristics 

of the perioikoi. In examining this issue it seeks to dispel some modern misconceptions about 

the perioikoi by addressing such questions as the range of economic activities in which 

perioikoi (as free Lacedaemonians) might have engaged and the nature of their interaction 

with the other main groups in Laconia, the Spartans and the helots.  The second focus is on 

the military dimension of the topic. Most references to the perioikoi appear in military 

contexts, and this thesis therefore devotes considerable attention to their role as fellow 

members with the Spartans of the Lacedaemonian army. It explores all aspects of the army 

with the perioikoi in mind and addresses a number of important questions such as the status 

of individual perioikoi in the military hierarchy, the nature of perioikic military training, the 

earliest date for the use of perioikoi in the Lacedaemonian army, the way in which perioikic 

and Spartan troops were integrated in a single fighting force, and the reliability of their 

contribution to the military defence of Lacedaemonian interests. 

Compared to the Spartans and the helots, there has been comparatively little research 

done on the perioikoi of Laconia. Early German scholars such as Benedictus Niese, Franz 

Hampl, and Fritz Gschnitzer, and later scholars such as R. T. Ridley, Paul Cartledge, Jean 

Ducat, Mogens Herman Hansen, Jonathan Hall, and Graham Shipley in particular have all 

made notable contributions to the study of the perioikoi. But the great majority of these 

studies have focused either on the political status of the perioikoi or on the geographical 

identification of their respective poleis. More specifically, such studies have been concerned 
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with perioikic dependency on the Spartans (starting from the presumption that the perioikoi 

were an inferior group ruled by their Spartan masters) or with the task of identifying possible 

perioikic settlements and deciding whether these were poleis or not. While these questions 

are important, not least to this thesis, there has been no full-length study on the perioikoi as a 

people which properly addresses their role in the Lacedaemonian state.  

This study, in a way, is a prolonged thought experiment. It starts from the premise that 

the perioikoi were an important component of the Lacedaemonian state and seeks to discover 

what happens if one takes that premise seriously. One of the points of a study of this sort is to 

make oneself see that we can use the same data in different ways in different contexts. A 

particular piece of evidence may seem obviously to belong to one particular perspective (e.g. 

the Spartan one). The question is what happens if we make ourselves look at it from a 

different perspective (e.g. perioikic). It may turn out that there is more to be seen in the body 

of material available to us (literary, epigraphic and archaeological) than we normally realise, 

not so much because there are specific hitherto unrecognised references to perioikoi to be 

discovered (though some suggestions of this sort will be made) as because a change of 

perspective alters the contours of the landscape. Because this is a thought experiment its 

methodology is inevitably at times speculative; and, because the salient database remains 

very limited, it must also repeatedly revisit a limited number of individuals and episodes. But 

the contention is that the process can produce a coherent image of the perioikic world.  

In short: what distinguishes this enterprise from the existing state of scholarship is 

that it looks at Sparta and Laconia from a perioikic point of view. Recent scholarship has 

articulated some important truths about the perioikoi, but this has generally happened in 

discourses whose focus is elsewhere. The point of this enterprise is to stop the perioikoi being 

peripheral and put them centre stage.  

The first chapter identifies and defines the óperioikic problemô. Embedded in this 

(invented) term are the problems we face when studying the perioikoi. Specifically, it 

acknowledges the problems with examining the perioikoi both in ancient sources and in 

modern scholarship. In regard to ancient sources, this chapter highlights the key implications 

of our having so few clear allusions to the perioikoi. Our literary sources on Sparta and 

Laconia are entirely external and were written by people who sometimes had preconceived 

ideas about Sparta being a strange place (i.e. suffered the effects of the Spartan mirage). The 

consequent focus on Sparta tended to exclude the perioikoi. This, in turn, had an effect on 

how the perioikoi have been studied in the last century. The latter part of this chapter 
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examines how the scholars today view the perioikoi and how modern scholarship still carries 

the common misconception that the perioikoi were inferior to and subjects of the Spartans. 

In the second chapter the term perioikos, in the general sense of the word, is analysed 

and examined. It is compared with other words that contain the same root and its use of other 

groups in the Greek world is discussed, in order to find out how far such groups were similar 

to or different from Lacedaemonian perioikoi. After looking at the linguistic meaning of the 

word perioikos in relation to the Greek world, this chapter proceeds to examine the perioikoi 

of Laconia in terms of their Lacedaemonian background. It discusses the issues of identity 

and their status as free Lacedaemonians in order to find out how integrated the perioikoi were 

with the Spartans and Lacedaemonian society as a whole. The next focus of this chapter is on 

the geographical distribution of the perioikoi and their poleis. After a brief survey of the data 

gathered by Graham Shipley in the IACP, we look at perioikic poleis from a military and 

defensive point of view. In other words, the chapter analyses the maritime, coastal, and inland 

strategic importance of the perioikoi and how it contributed to the defence of Laconia from 

internal and external attacks. The last main section of this chapter explores the task of 

identifying the perioikoi in both ancient written sources and material evidence. It asks how 

and where we can find the perioikoi as a collective group and as sporadically appearing 

individuals and then explores archaeological and epigraphical items of possible perioikic 

provenance in order to determine whether they could have belonged to or be describing 

perioikoi. 

Moving away from issues of definitions and identification, chapter 3 looks at the 

helots from a perioikic point of view, and explores how the perioikoi interacted with the 

helots. First, it examines the other social groups of Laconia, such as the neodamodeis, and 

then moves on to analyse the helots separately. The nature of the perioikic-helot relationship 

is assessed and examined from the perspective that the perioikoi were above the helots in the 

social hierarchy of Laconia. It examines the helot-perioikos interaction from a military point 

of view, asks whether the perioikoi might have owned their own helots, and explores the 

strong possibility that the perioikoi acted as supervisors and overseers of the helots. At stake 

here is the extent to which the benefits of being a free Lacedaemonian included exploitation 

of the helots. Finally, this chapter investigates those occasions on which perioikoi rebelled 

against the Spartans in conjunction with helots. (Other episodes of perioikic rebellion are 

dealt with later.) 

Chapter 4 moves in the opposite direction and analyses the professional and personal 

relationships between the perioikoi and the Spartans. It shows how, as fellow 
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Lacedaemonians, they interacted locally, at religious festivals and games, and abroad, in 

military campaigns. It looks specifically at perioikic religious evidence in order to see how 

Spartaôs religious interests overlapped with the perioikoi. Most importantly, this chapter also 

visualises the perioikoi from a strictly Spartan point of view with the aim of shedding light on 

Spartaôs attitude towards the perioikoi. It analyses the famous passage in Herodotus in which 

Demaratus speaks about the Spartans and the perioikoi and, more generally, investigates the 

symbiotic relationship between the two groups. In the final section we return to the subject of 

disloyal perioikoi. This time, however, conspiracy with helots is not the issue and the main 

focus is on the Theban invasion of Laconia, arguably the only context in which there was a 

genuine Laconian perioikic rebellion against the Spartans. The psychological impact that the 

Theban attack would have had on both the perioikoi and the Spartans made this an 

exceptional episode, and the chapter goes on to ask whether, all things considered, we should 

be surprised to see so few perioikic rebellions taking place. 

Finally, chapters 5 and 6 deal with the military dimension. Since the bulk of perioikic 

evidence is found in military contexts, we can safely say that the perioikoi played a major 

role in the Lacedaemonian army. The military aspect of perioikic life features prominently 

throughout this thesis, but it is in the final two chapters that their link to the army is fully 

explored. Chapter 5 deals with perioikic presence in the army; it discusses both individual 

(named) perioikoi and the different perioikic contingents that appear in or sources (e.g. the 

five thousand logades at Plataea and the kaloi kagathoi who accompanied Agesipolis). An 

analysis of named perioikoi is made in order to find out (i) whether the military roles played 

by these perioikoi were diverse or uniform, (ii) whether perioikic soldiers could climb up the 

military hierarchy, (iii) whether their military missions were significant or trivial, and (iv) 

whether perioikic soldiers could command other troops. As for collective groups of perioikic 

troops, these will be analysed with the sole purpose of establishing whether they were strictly 

made up of elite or wealthy perioikoi. This type of analysis will help us understand the nature 

of perioikic participation in the army. 

Chapter 6, on the other hand, is a re-evaluation of perioikic participation in the army. 

It analyses all aspects of military life in the Lacedaemonian army from the perspective that 

the perioikoi were indistinguishable from the Spartans by virtue of being Lacedaemonians. In 

order to understand this indistinguishability fully, the notion that the Spartans were a superior 

warrior race will be challenged. Questions will also be asked concerning the extent of 

perioikic military training and the nature of their equipment: did their training take place at 

Sparta or in their respective perioikic poleis; and did the fact that they were indistinguishable 



5 
 

from the Spartans mean that they wore the same military dress on campaigns? This chapter 

then moves on to examine the reliability of the perioikoi as fighters. Using specific examples, 

it argues against the theory that the perioikoi were ineffective ï and even inferior ï soldiers. 

In the penultimate section of this chapter, an attempt will be made to determine whether or 

not the perioikoi received the same funerary honours as the Spartans. This will be done using 

as case study the en polemoi (óin warô) inscriptions found throughout Laconia. Finally, this 

thesis will reassess the view that that the perioikoi only became fully integrated with the 

Spartans in the Lacedaemonian army around the time of the Peloponnesian War and argue 

that the integration had already happened by the time of the Persian Wars. 
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Chapter 1. óThe Perioikic Problemô 

 

 

 

What is óthe perioikic problemô? 

This chapter focuses on óthe perioikic problemô and on the issues that surround perioikic 

studies. The óperioikic problemô is what I like to call the difficulties that arise from studying 

the perioikoi of Laconia. This includes the misconceptions about them in modern scholarship, 

the failed attempts at identifying who they were, their role in Laconia and Messenia, and the 

lack of evidence. However, since it is such a specific subject, it is important to attempt to 

define briefly who the perioikoi were and their importance, or lack thereof, both in ancient 

times and in modern scholarship. The perioikoi were just one of various groups of people 

who lived in Laconia and were closely related to Sparta and its citizen body. The word 

ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɘ literally means óthose who dwell aroundô. Since it was a generic term it was used 

throughout the Greek word to describe other marginalized communities that lived outside and 

around a polis.1 The best known and most frequently mentioned example of perioikoi were 

those that lived in Laconia ï a group normally nowadays regarded as the free inhabitants of 

Laconia who were subordinates but not subjects of Sparta. They had no say in matters of 

Spartan foreign policy but nevertheless were autonomous and self-governing, unlike the 

helots, who were slaves of the Spartans and had no power whatsoever.2 

It is safe to say that these definitions do not offer much insight into what are 

unarguably the most obscure and elusive inhabitants of Laconia. The truth is that we cannot 

expect much from the ancient sources since they tend to mention them only in passing; when 

they do mention the perioikoi, it is usually in a restricted context (i.e. for military purposes). 

As a matter of fact, sources frequently use the more generic term ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɜɘɞɘ, a term that 

embraces both Spartiates and perioikoi. The existence of this term is both a help and a 

hindrance. On the one hand, it is a problem that the perioikoi are elided into another group, 

because we would like to see them for themselves. On the other hand, it is helpful because it 

does mean that every time we read about the ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɜɘɞɘ we might be reading about the 

perioikoi. This is just one of the reasons why studying this group has proved to be 

challenging for modern scholarship and why less has been done on the subject than one might 

expect. This is, of course, part of the óperioikic problemô and I shall be discussing this matter 

                                                           
1 For an examination of the term perioikoi and non-Laconian perioikoi see chapter 2.   
2 For similar definitions see LSJ óˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɠô and Paul Cartledgeôs definition in OCD4. 
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at length in the course of this chapter. It will be divided into two parts: (i) the problems we 

encounter in the ancient sources and (ii) the problems in modern scholarship.  

 

Problems with ancient sources 

Ancient sources cannot be blamed for the way in which references to the perioikoi have 

reached us today. I shall argue in this thesis that the fact that the perioikoi are not much 

mentioned is not due to their absence in military conflicts, as is believed today,3 but to the 

fact that they are Lacedaemonians, just as the Spartans were.4 It was easier to mention the 

Lacedaemonians, as the sources did the majority of the time, than mention the Spartiates and 

the perioikoi separately. Scholars today have failed to grasp this connection, partly because 

they too readily rely on the few obvious and explicit examples that we have of the perioikoi. 

They are apt to deny any perioikic presence or participation in an ancient passage just 

because sources do not often use the words óperioikosô or óperioikoiô. The perioikoi are there 

in the sources, we just need to look carefully and thoroughly in order to find them. Still, one 

cannot deny that the perioikoi are hard to identify in our sources. There are two main reasons 

for this. First, even those ancient sources that mention the perioikoi explicitly tend to do so in 

passing. Their appearance in a text rarely involves an extensive narrative about their 

activities. Secondly, the contexts in which they are mentioned are mostly limited to military 

ones. 

 Irrespective of the obstacles we face when searching for them, the perioikoi are 

nonetheless important. The fact that they are people who live in the margins does not mean 

they did not play a significant role in Greek history, let alone in Spartan history. Thucydidesô 

famous contrast between Spartan supremacy and Spartan architecture is an accurate portrayal 

of Sparta. 

For I suppose if Lacedaemon were to become desolate, and the temples 

and the foundations of the public buildings were left, that as time went on 

there would be a strong disposition with posterity to refuse to accept her 

fame as a true exponent of her power. And yet they occupy two-fifths of 

Peloponnese and lead the whole, not to speak of their numerous allies 

without. Still, as the city is neither built in a compact form nor adorned 

with magnificent temples and public edifices, but composed of villages 

after the old fashion of Hellas, there would be an impression of 

inadequacy. 

 

(Thuc. 1.10.2) 

                                                           
3 See Lazenby 1985, who strongly argues that if the perioikoi are not mentioned in a specific battle it is probably 

because they are not present. 
4 This will be discussed comprehensively in chapter 2.  
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Ironically, the same can be said of the perioikoi. Just as Thucydides says there is a mismatch 

between the visual effect of Sparta and its actual importance, so there is a mismatch between 

the small explicit impact of the perioikoi in our sources and their actual importance. If we 

were to assess the matter on the basis that they are hardly mentioned in the sources, we 

should conclude that they were of little importance to the Spartan military and economic 

machine. 

 Yet, when we analyse them closely, we discover this not to be the case. The perioikoi 

occupied a large part of the Peloponnese, were part of the most successful army in ancient 

Greece, and Spartaôs supremacy would have been very different without them. The problem 

is that, while scholars agree with Thucydidesô statement when it comes to the city of Sparta, 

they do not seem to apply the same sentiment to the perioikoi. This is partly because of their 

cameo appearances in the sources that have reached us today. Nonetheless, they do not figure 

prominently in our sources not because they are mysteriously absent from them but because 

of their relationship to Sparta. This relationship has its advantages (for them at least, as I shall 

discuss later on) and disadvantages. The most obvious one, which surprisingly often escapes 

scholars today, is that they are perioikoi in Laconia. By that I mean that their history, 

activities and day-to-day life were always going to be linked with Sparta. But almost 

everything that we know of Sparta comes from outside sources. Therefore, if what has 

reached us of Spartan history is very limited, then we should expect to receive even more 

limited evidence of the perioikoi. The perioikoi were not Spartans, and their home was not 

Sparta, yet their daily life, not to mention their economic and military one, most definitely 

revolved around Sparta.  

 Another significant problem with our ancient sources has to do with the military 

aspect of the perioikoi. Around ninety per cent of references to the perioikoi are related to 

warfare in one way or another. The problem is that when it comes to describing battles or 

wars, ancient sources notoriously give us very few details.5 They are good at describing in 

detail the build-up, anticipation and aftermaths of battles, but when it comes to describing the 

battle itself they often fall short. That is why the perioikoi, to no surprise, are the ones who 

often become victims of poor war reporting. One good example of this is the battle of Plataea. 

Arguably this was one of the most important battles of antiquity, yet Herodotusô account of 

the battle itself is too short to appreciate what really happened. So far as the perioikoi are 

concerned, we know that five thousand of them fought at Plataea because Herodotus says so 

                                                           
5 For the problems of reconstructing ancient battles see Whatley 1964.  
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(9.11), but at the end of the battle, when he is describing the tombs and burials of the dead, he 

does not mention them. He mentions the tomb of the Spartans and even that of the Helots 

(9.85), but there is no mention whatsoever of the tomb of the perioikoi. Herodotus 

specifically uses the term Ɇ́ ŬɟŰɘŰŬɘ, not the general term ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɧɜɘɞɘ, which would have 

included the perioikoi. There is no question that he is talking about a specifically Spartan 

tomb. So where are the perioikic war dead buried? It is a question that will never be 

answered. One can think of many theories, that Herodotus failed to mention them (likely), or 

that not a single perioikoɠ of the five thousand died (highly unlikely) because of their position 

in the battle (which we do not know). The truth is that this example is a perfect representation 

of the óperioikic problemô. 

 Another major, but often overlooked, problem has to do with the Spartan mirage. 

Because most of our sources for Sparta were non-Spartans, over the years from the beginning 

of the classical period to the time of Plutarch a certain image had been building up with a 

view of the Spartans that was often exaggerated or simply not true. Plutarchôs 

Apophthegmata Laconica nicely exemplifies the point. These Spartan sayings have often 

been used to describe what Spartan life was like and, more worryingly, they have also been 

used as evidence for the Sparta of the classical period. However, these sayings are not 

classical. Hodkinson says that óérecent studies have clearly demonstrated both the non-

Spartan origin and the fictitious, pseudo-historical nature of these Hellenistic anecdotesô.6 

The mere existence of certain anecdotes (from the Hellenistic period) and someoneôs decision 

to assemble them into a single collection (during Roman times) makes a particularly strong 

mirage-imbued impact. The Spartan mirage made the Spartans more individualistic, more 

militaristic and definitely more segregated than they really were. This is probably one of the 

reasons why the perioikoi do not figure much in our sources. They have been marginalized by 

the Spartan mirage and rendered almost invisible, when in reality they interacted with the 

Spartans much more than our sources acknowledged. 

 Finally, when it comes to archaeology we encounter similar problems. Archaeological 

investigation of the perioikoi or perioikic settlements is very scarce.7 There is a clear absence 

                                                           
6 Hodkinson 2009b, 254. 
7 Shipley 2006b, 71-2 has suggested that in terms of archaeology much is still to be done. He says that ósuch 

work [archaeological], particularly if it included excavation of perioikic towns, would help us to identify local 

differences in material cultureô. He admits, however, that archaeology in Laconia is in decline: óFor too long it 

has been the poor relation in Peloponnesian archaeologyô. Shipley mentioned back in 2006 that an objective of 

the British School at Athens is the creation of a Sparta Study Centre, but already in 2015 this is still to be seen. 

Nigel Kennell in his 2010 monograph has up-to-date information on archaeology being done on certain perioikic 

settlements (i.e. Geronthrai).  
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of archaeological remains concerning the perioikoi due to either the problem of associating 

any existing material culture with the perioikoi or because archaeological excavations at 

perioikic settlements in Laconia have been virtually non existent. This is a clear problem 

because the lack of both textual and archaeological material makes the task of studying the 

perioikoi of Laconia very arduous. 

   

Historiography and scholarly context 

This section addresses the óperioikic problemô in terms of historiography and scholarly 

context, and looks at some common misconceptions about the perioikoi. There has been a 

substantial growth in Spartan studies over the past three decades.8 This has benefited the 

Spartans themselves and the helots, but not the perioikoi: while focusing on the two ends of 

the status spectrum and the perennially interesting question of their interaction most scholars 

have lost sight of the group in the middle.9 What I wish to address now is the modern 

misconceptions that have arisen out of this lack of evidence.  

 The most common misconception has to do with the economic role of the perioikoi in 

Lacedaemonian society. The traditional view ï present throughout most of the nineteenth and 

twentieth century ï is that the perioikoi were exclusively traders and craftsmen devoted only 

to industry and trade.10 This traditional focus has overshadowed the non-economic roles of 

the perioikoi, most notably their military role. The reason for this picture of the perioikoi as 

simple craftsmen or traders was probably that scholars were too quick to assume that 

Spartans did not engage in manual labour, especially if they had the helots and the perioikoi 

to do it for them. What is clear is that we should not readily assume that the Spartans never 

engaged in any type of manual labour and that they left it all in the hands of the perioikoi and 

the helots. In the third quarter of the twentieth century one can notice a shift of scholarly 

thinking regarding perioikic occupations. Shipley acknowledges Cartledge as one of the first 

scholars to break from this tradition, but others before him, such as Forrest, Larsen and 

Ridley were already dissatisfied with such views.11 It is now more widely accepted that the 

                                                           
8 Literature on Sparta is extensive, but see Poralla 1985; MacDowell 1986; Cartledge 1987 and 2002; Powell 

1989; Powell and Hodkinson 1994; Cartledge and Spawforth 2002; Whitby 2002; Powell and Hodkinson 2002; 

Figueira 2004; Ducat 2006a; Hodkinson 2009b and 2009c; Hodkinson and Powell 2006 and 2009; Powell and 

Hodkinson 2010; Kennell 2010. On the helots, see Roobaert 1977; Ducat 1990; Whitby 1994; Luraghi and 

Alcock 2003; Hunt 2006; Cartledge 2011. 
9 Shipley 1992, 212. 
10 For the traditional view of the perioikoi as traders and craftsmen see Grote 1884; Toynbee 1913; Glotz 1938; 

Chrimes 1949; Michell 1952; Bolkestein 1958; Ehrenberg 1960; Cooke 1962; Finley 1968. See also Appendix 

B for the list of perioikic professions according to modern scholarship. 
11 Shipley 1992. See also Forrest 1968; Larsen 1970; Ridley 1974; Cartledge 2002.  



11 
 

perioikoi were not restricted to trading or crafting, but that they also practised farming, 

fishing, herding, and were self-sufficient. Some have even gone so far as to suggest that they 

may have owned helots and chattel slaves, which is a theory I completely agree with and will 

explore further in chapter 3.12 Additionally, it is now also believed that some perioikoi could 

have been wealthy and aristocratic.13 This range of perioikic occupations is, of course, not 

exhaustive, which is why I shall suggest further new ones in this thesis. 

Another common misconception has to do with the relationship between the perioikoi 

and Sparta. For long scholars have portrayed the perioikoi as a subjugated and subdued 

population. Douglas MacDowell, for instance, claims that óthe perioikoi were subjects to the 

Spartiatesô, that they were required óto perform military serviceô and pay tribute and tax to 

Sparta.14 A. J. Holladay frequently referred to the Spartans as the masters of the perioikoi and 

claimed the latter existed in a óposition of political subjection and social inferiorityô.15 It 

would not be surprising if they were even compared to the helots. But more recent 

scholarship has disproved many of these early misconceptions. For example, it was 

traditionally supposed that the perioikoi were bound to Sparta by treaty. But recent research 

has shown that this is not true. The commonly accepted view now is that the perioikoi were 

not allies but part of Laconia.16 This is one of the reasons why this thesis argues that the 

perioikoi enjoyed a good relationship with the Spartans. They always fought alongside them 

and in very few cases do we actually see them revolting against the Spartans, unlike the 

helots who rebelled against their masters on many occasions.17 There is no reason to believe 

that there existed a dangerous animosity between the perioikoi and the Spartans.18  

Inherited misconceptions still affect how the perioikoi are portrayed in todayôs 

scholarship. Peter Hunt, for example, says that óThe Spartan army was also distinguished by 

the fact that every front-rank fighter was an officer of some sort and certainly a Spartan rather 

than a soldier from the perioikoi or helotsô.19 Implicit in Huntôs assertion is the false idea of 

perioikoi as inferiors; in addition, his assertion assumes that a perioikos could not hold 

important positions in the Lacedaemonian army, but, as we shall see in chapter 5, this is not 

                                                           
12 Cartledge 2002; Shipley 2006b. See also chapter 3 for a detailed analysis of slave ownership by the perioikoi. 
13 Forrest 1968, 30; Ridley 1974; Shipley 1997; Cartledge 2002; Gallego 2005. These wealthy perioikoi are 

most of the time assumed to be the only perioikic members of the Lacedaemonian army. But in fact, as we shall 

see in chapter 5, the Lacedaemonian army was more diverse than previously thought. 
14 MacDowell 1986, 27-8. 
15 Holladay 1977, 121-3. 
16 Shipley 2006b, 67.  
17 Talbert 1989, 27-8; Hunt 1998, 62-5 and 2006, 21-3. 
18 I shall discuss the Spartiate-perioikic relationship in detail in chapter 4. 
19 Hunt 2007, 130. 
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the case. If one looks at specific examples of perioikoi in the Lacedaemonian army, one 

quickly realises that they could occupy vital positions. The negative undertones of the early 

studies mentioned above somehow still find their way into recent arguments such as that of 

Hunt. 

Even though the extensive studies recently done on the Spartans and the helots have 

touched on who the perioikoi were, the fact is that not enough has been done exclusively and 

purposely on the perioikoi as a topic in their own right. The subject has only recently begun 

to interest modern scholars, and there is as yet no single study that covers the whole history 

of the perioikoi. Shipley claims that Cartledgeôs book Sparta and Lakonia brought the 

perioikoi óback into the limelightô.20 I cannot say I completely agree with Shipley because, 

even though Cartledge dedicates a chapter to the helots and perioikoi, the truth is he does not 

actually say very much about them. Ironically, the real starting point is the article in which 

Shipley makes this statement about Cartledge: for óPerioikos: the discovery of Classical 

Lakoniaô is the first modern study that attempts to identify who the perioikoi were, discuss 

their treatment in modern literature, and evaluate their place in Laconian society. 

Since Shipleyôs groundbreaking 1992 article, there have been other studies that deal 

directly with the perioikoi.21 The main, indeed the only, debate that has placed the perioikoi 

at the centre of attention over recent years involves the political status of the perioikic 

communities. Some argue that perioikic communities can be regarded as city-states in their 

own right which were at the same time dependent on Sparta,22 whereas others believe that 

perioikic communities could not have been city-states, because the idea of citizenship, 

implicit in designation of a community as a polis, was not appropriate to such small 

communities and villages.23 This has generally been rejected, and there is now a consensus in 

favour of the former view. Classical authors used the word polis to describe those settlements 

that were indeed city-states, and, since perioikic communities were called poleis, they too 

were city-states. The problem is not classifying perioikic settlements as poleis, which is what 

they were, but explaining what the Lacedaemonian state was.24 

                                                           
20 Shipley 1992, 214. 
21 See Shipley 1997, 2002, 2004a, and 2006b; Hall 2000; Hansen 2004; Eremin 2002; Mertens 2002; Gallego 

2005; Wallner 2008; Ducat 2008 and 2010. 
22 For the view of perioikic communities as autonomous city states see Shipley 1997 and Hall 2000. 
23 For this view of perioikic settlements as villages or komai, not city states see Mertens 2002 and Eremin 2002. 
24 Hansen 2004 agrees with the Shipley/Hall model and writes a direct response to Mertensô argument. Ducat 

2010, 187, 203 also agrees with the Shipley/Hall model but emphasizes that scholars need to come to term with 

the term Lacedaemonian state. On the Lacedaemonian state see Ducat 2010, who ultimately disagrees with 

Hallôs view about pan-Lacedaemonian citizenship. For a discussion of Lacedaemonian citizenship see p. 24 

below. 



13 
 

 The perioikoi have, thus, now come to the attention of scholars. But one may ask why 

it took so long for this to happen. The answer is that the earlier historiography of óthe 

perioikic problemô was less successful and more negative. The study of the perioikoi since 

1985 is completely different from that written before that date.25 Before c. 1985, articles, 

monographs and studies focusing only on the perioikoi were virtually nonexistent.26 Shipley 

says that the problem originates in the óstudent textbooks on Classical Greece produced in the 

UKô.27 These textbooks either mention the perioikoi briefly or ignore them altogether. On top 

of that, scholars ï even Spartan specialists ï did not contribute much to the study of the 

perioikoi, regardless of their vital role in Spartan society, simply because they were more 

interested in the Spartans, and the perioikoi perhaps disrupted their well-organized view of 

Laconia. The problem is that neglect of the perioikoi or (worse) inaccurate statements about 

them continue to have an impact. The issue of perioikic economic activity provides a clear 

example. Even though Forrest, Ridley and Cartledge had reiterated that the perioikoi were not 

exclusively traders or craftsmen, Shipley observed that in 1992 this had still not become the 

standard view.28 I strongly believe that those who are interested in Spartan history must study 

the perioikoi alongside the Spartans: it is simply impossible to say you are an expert in 

Spartan studies without doing so. Their importance in Spartan history is as fundamental as 

that of the helots.  

      Shipley wrote this article more than twenty years ago and scholarsô view on the 

perioikoi have changed, even his own, judging from his more recent articles on the 

perioikoi.29 Smaller, yet informative studies have been done on the perioikoi since the mid-

nineties which do already take for granted that the perioikoi were not just traders or 

craftsmen. But work on the perioikoi still lags far behind that on the Spartans and even the 

helots. Even some recent articles explicitly about the perioikoi still follow another traditional 

                                                           
25 It is important to acknowledge early twentieth century German authors, as mentioned in the Introduction, who 

wrote implicitly and explicitly on the perioikoi, such as Niese 1889, 75-9; Niese 1906 (who builds on Niese 

1889); Hampl 1937; and later Gschnitzerô seminal 1958 work, which focuses on the perioikoi in 61-7. 
26 Hampl 1937 and Ridley 1974 explicitly wrote about the perioikoi of Laconia. Larsenôs 1970 óperioikoiô entry 

in OCD2 also deserves credit for being one of the first to offer a more complete and accurate view of the 

perioikoi. See also n. 25 above.  
27 Shipley 1992, 212. 
28 Shipley 1992, 221. This, he says, can clearly be seen in the óstandard bibliographyô. Shipley says that most 

post-war books on Sparta are outdated when it comes to their view of the perioikoi and that it is these books 

which students and non-specialists consult because they are always available. 
29 For example, in his 1992 article Shipley believed that the Spartans restricted the economic growth of the 

perioikoi, whereas in his 2006 article he admits he no longer adheres to that view.  
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but outdated view of the perioikoi, viz. Lacedaemonian army that the perioikoi were not 

integrated into Spartan troops until after the start of the Peloponnesian War or even later.30 

 We can now begin to understand how óthe perioikic problemô arose and how it is still 

present in todayôs scholarship. The classic example of how the perioikoi are always 

overlooked is when scholars make reference to the Lacedaemonian army. Almost everyone 

today, with a few exceptions, refer to it as the óSpartan armyô, yet nowhere in our sources it is 

called that way. Instead, it should be called the Lacedaemonian army,31 which is completely 

accurate since the term Lacedaemonian included both Spartan and perioikoi, and the 

Lacedaemonian army most certainly included the perioikoi. 

In conclusion: a brief examination of how the perioikoi are represented in ancient 

sources and modern scholarship highlights a óperioikic problemô ï one created by the ancient 

sources and still perpetuated in some modern scholarship. But thanks to the work of scholars 

such as Graham Shipley, Mogens Herman Hansen and Paul Cartledge we can now start to 

break away from traditional views and look at the perioikoi from their own perspective and as 

a group that was as important to the Lacedaemonian state as the Spartans themselves. The 

ground has been laid, but further analysis and a closer look at the evidence in our sources is 

required, and that is what this thesis does. Whereas Shipleyôs overall focus has been on 

perioikic poleis and settlements, the focus here will be on the perioikoi themselves and on 

Lacedaemonian society from a perioikic point of view. 

The main objective of this thesis is not just to debunk all the myths and 

misconceptions that surround the perioikoi, but to assert their integral role in the complete 

panorama of historical Laconia. For long overlooked, unacknowledged, misunderstood, and 

relegated to footnotes, they contributed as much as the Spartans and the helots to the success 

of the Lacedaemonian state (not least through its military arm) and deserve a comparable 

degree of careful study. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
30 For the view that perioikic troops were incorporated much later than the Peloponnesian War see Hawkins 

2011, who builds on Lazenby 1985. In chapter 6 I propose that this is a far-fetched and outdated view. Instead, I 

make the case that the so-called integration occurred much earlier than believed, as early as the Persian Wars. 
31 Henceforth referred to as Lacedaemonian army. 
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Chapter 2. The Perioikoi  

 

 

 

In the first chapter, óthe perioikic problemô was introduced and defined. It looked at how the 

perioikoi are represented in our sources and how modern scholarship addresses and interprets 

ancient views on the perioikoi. The perioikoi of Laconia are one of the most elusive groups of 

the classical Greek world and they are mostly encountered in cameo appearances in sources 

whose principal interests lie elsewhere. Only a handful of texts (all from Thucydides and 

Xenophon) refer to individual named perioikoi.1 

This chapter begins with a close analysis of the term perioikos. Being a perioikos, in 

the general sense of the word, was one thing, but being a Laconian perioikos was a 

completely different matter altogether. Thus, the perioikoi from other parts of the Greek 

world will also be discussed briefly and compared with Lacedaemonian perioikoi. This 

chapter also goes beyond the Spartan perspective and analyses what it meant to be a Laconian 

if you were a perioikos. In addition, it places the perioikoi geographically, emphasising not so 

much where they lived, but the importance of where they lived. In the last section of the 

chapter, an attempt will be made to identify the perioikoi in both written sources and in 

material evidence in order to locate those with a possible perioikic background. It is easy to 

identify a perioikos or a perioikic group if the source mentions them as such,2 either by using 

the term or by linking the people in question to a place that we can identify as perioikic.3 

Scholars tend to discuss only those perioikoi who are described as such, seldom looking 

beyond those obvious examples. However, as we shall see later on, most of the time it is 

impossible to say for certain whether a particular individual was a perioikos ï and also 

impossible to say that he was not. Every Spartan was a Lacedaemonian but not all 

Lacedaemonians were Spartans. The other Lacedaemonians by default and by elimination 

were none other than the perioikoi.  

 

The term ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɠ: in Laconia and beyond 

The problems with the perioikoi start with the terminology itself. The word ́Ůɟɑɞɘəɞɠ is a 

bland and generic term; it is not a special term the way helot is. A helot can be identified as a 

                                                           
1 One such case is Dexippus, who also appears in Diodorus, Diod. Sic. 13.85, 87, 88, 93, 96. 
2 Dexippus, Xen.An.5.1.15; 6.1.3; 6.6 (passim); Eudicus, Xen. Hell. 5.4.39; Phrynis, Thuc. 8.6.4; Diniades, 

Thuc. 8.22.1. See also figure 4 below. All of these cases will be analysed later on in this chapter.  
3 The most up-to-date record of perioikic settlements, poleis, territories, etc. can be found in Hansen and Nielsen 

2004. For the purpose of this thesis, only the chapters óLakedaimonô and óMesseniaô, 2004a and 2004b 

respectively, by Shipley are used.  
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member of the slave class of the Lacedaemonians simply by the use of the word.4 ɄŮɟɑɞɘəɞɠ, 

on the other hand, is not a special, interesting or linguistically peculiar term.5 It is a 

combination of two words, the preposition ˊŮɟɑ and the verb ɞəɏɤ. Thus it is by no means an 

exclusive word; it is itself part of a linguistic class. According to Cartledge, it óshares the 

same root, oik- (dwell), as apoikoi, epoikoi, paroikoi, and metoikoiô.6 As illustrated in figure 2 

below, these definitions are not too different altogether. A person or a community could have 

easily belonged to several of those groups at any given time. Judging purely from the 

definitions alone, the words perioikoi and paroikoi could have similar meanings. Again, we 

know that the perioikoi served as apoikoi at least on one specific occasion, when Thucydides 

(3.92.5) says that both Spartans and perioikoi were sent to found the colony of Heraclea. Here 

Thucydides unequivocally mentions the perioikoi separately from the Spartans, not leaving 

any doubt as to who participated in the founding of Heraclea (ɞəɐŰɞɟŬɠ ŬŰɜ ŰŮ əŬ Űɜ 

ˊŮɟɘɞɑəɤɜ, əŬ Űɜ ɚɚɤɜ ɚɚɐɜɤɜ). 

  

Name Definition 

Perioikoi dwelling round, neighbours, neighbouring countries 

Apoikoi colonists, settlers, away from home, abroad 

Epoikoi settlers, sojourners, strangers, aliens, colonists, neighbours 

Paroikoi dwelling beside or near, neighbouring, neighbours, foreign, aliens 

Metoikoi settlers from abroad, alien residents in a foreign city 

Figure 2. Group belonging to oik- root. 

 

 Cartledge adds that óit [the word perioikoi] bore both a purely descriptive 

topographical sense and a derived political-juridical senseô.7 That is probably why ancient 

sources usually used perioikoi to describe peripheral or neighbouring communities that lived 

in the outskirts of a specific place.8 Nonetheless, what is particularly interesting about this 

term is that it was available both for entirely generic use and for repeated use in certain 

specific circumstances. On the one hand, we have passages in which an author just uses 

                                                           
4 For the term helot see Ducat 1990, 7-12.  
5 Gygax 1991, 116 sees it as a purely technical term. 
6 Cartledge 2010, 213. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Most notably in Herodotus: 1.166.1; 1.173.3; 1.175.1; 3.159.2; 4.31.2; 4.90.1; 7.201.1. All of these are 

passages in which the author simply uses a phrase involving perioikoi to mean vaguely the people of a region. 

The important point is that the word is used to refer to neighbours, and has nothing to do with the perioikoi of 

Laconia. 
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perioikoi as a convenient word to mean neighbours in order not to have to specify who the 

neighbours are. On the other hand, we have particular places where for one reason or another 

one is inclined to think that the term has a more embedded usage. This is the case with the 

perioikoi of Crete, Lycia, Argos, Elis, and Thessaly, for which we can observe a pattern 

where the term is used more than once. Even though this study is only concerned with the 

perioikoi of Laconia, we still need to acknowledge, albeit briefly, the existence of other 

perioikoi beyond Laconia.  

 Each perioikic community was different. The best textually attested example of 

perioikoi outside Laconia comes from Aristotleôs description of Cretan perioikoi.9 Aristotle 

(Pol.1271b) states that óthe Cretan organization is on the same lines as that of Sparta. In 

Sparta the land is tilled by the Helots and in Crete by the serfs (ɞ ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɘ)ô. Surprisingly, 

Aristotle compares Cretan perioikoi with the Helots, which implies that the status and 

condition of the former was more in tune with that of the latter. What is even more bizarre is 

that Aristotle makes no mention of Lacedaemonian perioikoi even when he continues with 

his comparison. An alternative interpretation of the passage might be that Aristotle 

deliberately makes no mention of the perioikoi of Laconia because he is simply talking about 

the tilling of the land. In other words, that the exploitative side of agriculture and the toughest 

manual labour is done by the helots and not the perioikoi. This is perhaps why he compares 

the helots to Cretan perioikoi, because the latter, being classified as a slave class even though 

they are called perioikoi, do the kind of work that the helots do and not the kind of work that 

Lacedaemonian perioikoi do. Aristotle, knowing that Lacedaemonian perioikoi were not 

slaves, but rather far from it, probably refused to involve them in any discussion of serf or 

slave classes. Jacob Larsen suggests that óé[Aristotle] in the Politics uses ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɘ to 

designate a class that corresponds to the helots of Sparta and so seems to imply that Crete had 

no class corresponding to the Spartan perioeciô.10 This seems to be the case, not least because 

Aristotle explicitly says that the Cretan perioikoi did not take part in foreign affairs 

(Pol.1272b), whereas Lacedaemonian perioikoi did participate in national and international 

military campaigns and could be said to have a more direct role in Spartaôs foreign policy. 

Unfortunately, when it comes to other perioikic groups, the limited available evidence 

hinders any attempt to piece together their lives and livelihood. For instance, we know 

Thessalian perioikoi existed, but we know virtually nothing about them.11 Xenophon refers to 

                                                           
9 For Cretan perioikoi see Larsen 1936; Willets 1955; Wallace 2010. 
10 Larsen 1936, 11. 
11 For Thessalian perioikoi see Helly 1995 and Morgan 2003. 
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the Thessalian subjects as perioikoi (Hell.6.1.19). Morgan argues that a óformal dependenceô 

existed óbetween the communities of the Thessalian heartland and the perioikoi who 

surrounded themô,12 but the only thing we can safely say about them is that they lived in 

scattered communities and lived side by side the Thessalian tribes. Further afield we find 

traces of Lycian perioikoi. These are atypical because they are mostly attested in the Xanthus 

Trilingual Stele, which dates to 337/336.13 The view taken by scholars such as Gygax is that, 

judging from the epigraphical evidence, what sets these perioikoi apart from others is that 

they were citizens just as the Xanthians, and they were also active in decision-making 

processes.14 But these views are speculative and can only be extracted from the inscriptional 

evidence. Perhaps unsurprisingly, what we can say for certain about Lycian perioikoi, 

according to Gygax, is only that they were inhabitants that dwelled around the main polis.15 

Regardless of the scarcity of evidence, we can at least make an approximate comparison 

between the existing perioikoi of ancient Greece. What these examples all have in common is 

that they have nothing in common except for the fact that they are called perioikoi and that 

these groups lived around a major settlement or city. 

Even perioikic groups closer to home, such as Elean and Argive perioikoi, were 

different from Lacedaemonian perioikoi. When it comes to the Elean perioikoi, we also know 

very little.16 Their existence is acknowledged by a passage in Xenophon where he says that 

after the Peloponnesian War, the Spartans ordered the Eleans to give their perioikoi 

autonomy (Hell.3.2.23). Elean perioikoi apparently had a fractious relationship with Elis. 

According to Roy, Elis was unable to control their perioikoi because the perioikic territory 

was extensive. He says that their ócontrol of the perioikoi was fragileô, and reached a 

breaking point during the war against Sparta, where the óperioikoi were ready to defect from 

Elean controlô.17 The differences from the Laconian situation are already visible. The 

Spartiate-perioikic relationship was at the opposite end of the spectrum from fragile and at 

breaking point. The perioikoi and the Spartiates enjoyed a positive relationship on a more 

personal level than one would enjoy with an ally, for example.18 As will be discussed in other 

chapters, an enemy would prefer to burn a perioikic settlement than offer it terms of surrender 

                                                           
12 Morgan 2003, 12. 
13 For a study of Lycian perioikoi see Gygax 1991. Wörrle 1977 and 1978 has published third century texts that 

include the word perioikoi. 
14 Gygax 1991, 120. 
15 Gygax 1991, 119. 
16 Cf. Roy 1997, 298. 
17 Ibid. 
18 It also goes without saying that in my reconstruction the Spartans did not control Lacedaemonian perioikoi 

nor did they ever feel the need to. 
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and submission because they knew any attempt to win the perioikoi over would be futile. 

Finally, the case of the Argive perioikoi deserves mention because if they were slaves, they 

were again completely different from Lacedaemonian perioikoi. Of course, it is difficult to 

know for certain if they were actual slaves. Anthony Andrewes says that ówhereas for Sparta 

and Elis there is evidence from the classical periodéthose of Argos were liberated after the 

battle of Sepeia, and there is no knowing in detail how they fared before thatô.19 Already in 

the 1970s Tomlinson shows the complexity of the issue, but it is more probable that the term 

perioikoi, in regards to the Argive case, denotes a combination of serf and slave class, similar 

to the Cretan case. Even though Andrewes is sceptical about whether the term here óconveys 

any specific implication about the status of those to whom it is appliedô,20 from the available 

evidence we can infer that Argive perioikoi were either slaves or serfs who lived around 

Argos before the Battle of Sepeia (494).21 They were freed after the battle and incorporated 

into the main polis, but were finally driven from Argos by the now grown-up children of the 

previous citizens.22  

The brief survey above shows the dilemmas and contradictions presented by the term 

perioikoi. In Laconia the term refers to its free inhabitants who were neither Spartans nor 

Helots.  For other parts of the Greek world, however, it is a different story altogether. Greek 

authors seem to use the term more freely; and it is used to describe serfs, slaves, and free 

people. This does not happen in Laconia. Greek authors at least are in consensus when 

referring to Lacedaemonian perioikoi; they know they are neither slaves nor Spartans but 

they also know Lacedaemonian perioikoi are free people. Yet this is no consolation for the 

fact that, in terms of language, they get the same treatment from ancient sources as other 

perioikoi throughout the Greek world, because there is no specific term, word or expression 

for them. No matter how different, how free or important they are in comparison to the rest, 

they are still just perioikoi. In analysing this term we realise that we are dealing with a word 

that is not intrinsically appropriate to any place or time; it is suitable in any context in which 

                                                           
19 Andrewes 1990, 174. For Argive perioikoi see also Willets 1959; Forrest 1960; Tomlinson 1972, 97-9. 
20 Andrewes 1990, 171. 
21 For the battle of Sepeia see Hendriks 1980. 
22 Hdt.6.183.1-2; Arist.Pol.1303a6-8. 
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people use the Greek language.23 We know what the word means, but now we need to break 

down the technical barrier in order to understand who these Lacedaemonian perioikoi were.24 

The crucial point here is that being labelled perioikoi does not make them less 

important than the helots or even the Spartans. Shipley suggests: óAlthough we are stuck with 

the name, we should not be hoodwinked by this piece of óSpartocentricô terminology into 

forgetting that the Perioikoi had a life and culture of their ownô.25 No matter how obscure the 

perioikic ethnos is, if it indeed can be called that, scholars today fail to recognise that the 

perioikoi of Laconia are the most well-known and attested in the Greek world. What makes 

Lacedaemonian perioikoi unique and interesting is the fact that irrespective of being called 

perioikoi by outsiders, inside the intricate circle of Lacedaemonian society, they were also 

Lacedaemonians and Laconians. There is no reason to believe that the Spartansô technical 

term for óthe other Lacedaemoniansô was simply perioikoi. Even if Xenophon, who was more 

familiar with Sparta than probably any outsider, uses the term regularly we should not 

automatically assume that so did the Spartans. However knowledgeable Xenophon was when 

it came to Spartan matters, he was still an outsider and Spartan day-to-day practices and 

customs were not necessarily adopted by him. Also, we must remember that there is not a 

single case in our sources of a Spartan or Spartans referring to non-Spartan Lacedaemonians 

as perioikos or perioikoi. They did not need to use a technical term to refer to their 

neighbours because the perioikoi were more than neighbours, they were Lacedaemonians. 

 

 

Being a (perioikic) Lacedaemonian 

Being Lacedaemonian gave the perioikoi an identity that, apart from the Spartans, no other 

Greek had. It made them different and it made them belong to the biggest territory occupied 

by a single polis in all of Greece, i.e. the territory comprising Laconia and Messenia. 

Jonathan Hall mentions a Lacedaemonian identity that was shared by both Spartiates and 

perioikoi; it was this identity that bound Sparta and the perioikic communities together.26 

This identity stemmed from the simple notion that both Spartans and perioikoi were 

                                                           
23 A general search of the word ˊŮɟɑɞɘə- in the TLG produced surprising results in terms of its usage throughout 

time, ranging from the classical period to the Roman period ï including the writings of Patristic or Early Church 

Fathers. 
24 The absence of a peculiarly Spartan technical term for them is notable, especially given the source traditionôs 

predilection for preserving odd Spartan terminology. Perhaps this silence shows that the Spartans did not need a 

term for them; they were conscious that these people were fellow-Lacedaemonians. 
25 Shipley 1992, 225. 
26 Hall 2000, 88.  
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Laconian/Lacedaemonians.27 Therefore, in order to understand who the perioikoi were and 

the origin of this shared identity, it is important to understand what it meant to be a 

Lacedaemonian. The purpose of this section is to show how they were part of Laconia and 

not the óothersô of Laconia (as it is often wrongly assumed). 

 One thing we know for certain about the perioikoi is that they were both Laconian and 

Lacedaemonian. Xenophon, when describing Dexippus, says that he was a ȿɎəɤɜŬ 

ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɜ (An.5.1.15). This is the only example of the phrase óLaconian perioikosô. 

Fortunately, out of all surviving classical sources, Xenophon is the most versed in all things 

Spartan. Throughout his adult life he associated with Spartans and fought with Spartans. 

Therefore, if anyone knew about Lacedaemonian perioikoi it would have been him. By 

describing Dexippus as a Laconian, Xenophon is acknowledging the fact that Dexippus was a 

free inhabitant of Laconia. After all, the term ȿɎəɤɜ could have been simply a colloquial 

short form, or alternative, of ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɧɜɘɞɠ.28 Dexippus was a mercenary and one of the Ten 

Thousand, therefore he would have enjoyed the same liberties and privileges as the Spartans 

who were part of the Ten Thousand. Even though the majority of the time our sources 

describe the perioikoi as ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɘ and not by their respective place of origin (e.g. Geronthrai, 

Asine, etc.), this description of Dexippus at least tells us that they knew that some perioikoi 

were Laconian, just as the Spartans were. Being Lacedaemonian meant that you belonged to 

the same region as the Spartans. As far as we can tell, the only other major inhabitants of 

Laconia were the perioikoi. We know that the perioikoi were free and that their poleis 

enjoyed local autonomous authority with the exception of foreign policy, which was 

controlled by Sparta. Even though the perioikoi were not citizens of Sparta,29 they enjoyed 

the freedom of any regular Greek citizen because they were citizens of their respective 

poleis.30 Scholars argue today that the perioikoi did not enjoy any political freedom in 

Sparta;31 but why would they if they were not Spartans? Spartans controlled perioikic foreign 

policy but as far as we know this only extended to military purposes. As far as we know 

Spartans did not hold permanent political offices in perioikic territories.32  

                                                           
27 Figueira 2009, 223 also argues for an óidentity of perioecic Laconiansô but with respect to emancipated helots. 
28 According to the LSJ ȿɎəɤɜ means a Laconian or Lacedaemonian, akin to calling a Lacedaemonian or 

Laconian woman ȿɎəŬɘɜŬ, which is the term ancient authors preferred for Lacedaemonian women.  
29 They did not need to be Spartan citizens because they were not Spartans.  
30 Cf. Austin and Vidal-Naquet 1977, 85. 
31 See for example van Wees 2004, 45 and more recently, Kennell 2010, 88. 
32 One could argue that the Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ (a Spartan official sent to Sparta on an annual basis) mentioned by 

Thucydides (4.53.2) is an exception. Nonetheless, we do not know enough about the Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ to make the 

case that his position was political or permanent. We only know they were sent annually but for what reasons 

and for how long remains a mystery. The Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ will be discussed below. 
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 Therefore, we can establish that the perioikoi were free. The only requirement was 

their participation in the armed forces; but that was part of being Lacedaemonian, and the 

Spartans were also required to take part in the army. As mentioned in the first chapter, the 

Lacedaemonian army was never called the Spartan army. The reason for this is twofold: first, 

because it was made up of both Spartans and perioikoi and not by Spartans alone. Second, 

because its implicit purpose was not to spell out who belonged to it, but to show the 

geographical entity the army belonged to, and therefore to show the territory it was meant to 

protect. We should refer to it as the Lacedaemonian army because it was just that, the army of 

the Lacedaemonians, and the Lacedaemonians were the inhabitants of a much larger territory 

called ȿŬəɤɜɘəɐ.33 Therefore, the main purpose of the Lacedaemonian army was the 

protection of Laconia, which of course included both Sparta and its perioikic neighbours. 

Being Laconian meant being called up to fight for your country, which in the case of the 

perioikoi was Laconia. That is why calling it the Spartan army is wrong, because it is not 

made up strictly by Spartans, it does not belong to Sparta alone, and finally because its 

purpose is not to protect Sparta alone but the whole of Laconia. 

 This goes back to the whole notion of being Laconian. Many factors set the perioikoi 

apart from every non-Spartan in Laconia. First, their sheer number; as we shall see in the next 

section below, the perioikoi lived throughout the whole of Laconia, north, south, east, and 

west; they were everywhere in Laconia except Sparta. The fact that Herodotus (9.11.3) 

mentions five thousand logades at Plataea means that there were many more perioikic 

soldiers to choose from.34 Second, Lacedaemonian perioikoi enjoyed a unique style of 

freedom seldom seen elsewhere in the Greek world. They were free but had to answer 

Spartaôs call whenever they were needed for military campaigns. They were also required to 

attend the funerals of Spartan kings (Hdt.6.58.2), but this is to be expected since Spartan 

kings were kings of the Lacedaemonians and not kings of the Spartans alone. This should not 

be seen as an example of the perioikoi being subjects of the Spartans because it would have 

been a requirement for the Spartans as well to attend the funerals of their kings. It is also now 

believed that they were not bound to Sparta by treaty.35 And finally, what makes the perioikoi 

                                                           
33 See Xen.Hell.6.5.24, who uses the word ȿŬəɤɜɘəɐ: óLaconia was said to be exceedingly difficult to enterô. 

The English word for ȿŬəɤɜɘəɐ is Laconia, which is the word used throughout this work. Although, it must be 

noted that óLaconiaô is a post-ancient invention in its English form. I would like to thank Professor Graham 

Shipley for pointing out this observation. For a discussion on the word ȿŬəɤɜɘəɐ and Laconia see Shipleyôs 

definition in Cavanagh et al. 2002, 1 n. 1, which explains that óthe name óLaconiaô is post-classical; the regular 

ancient name for Sparta's territory, whether Ⱥ or W of Taygetos, was Lak¹nik°, ɐ ȿŬəɤɜɘəɐô. 
34 These will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5. 
35 Shipley 2006b, 67. 
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stand out from the rest of the non-Spartan inhabitants is their remarkable contribution to the 

Lacedaemonian army. Throughout the classical period we have sporadic examples of Helots, 

allies, mercenaries, and ex-helots fighting in the Lacedaemonian army, but the perioikoi are 

the only ones with a continuous presence from the Persian Wars to the disaster of Leuctra. 

 All the examples above are what make the perioikoi stand out in Laconia and what 

makes them unique by comparison with the rest of the inhabitants of Laconia. 

Lacedaemonian perioikoi were known to ancient sources as Laconians or Lacedaemonians, 

they were part of the Lacedaemonian Army and described alongside the Spartans as 

Lacedaemonians and this cements their status as Lacedaemonians. They are an entity that, 

alongside the Spartans, made the whole of Lacedaemon work efficiently. The LSJ defines 

ȿ əŮŭŬɑɛɤɜ as the capital of Laconia but also as Laconia itself. Therefore there is no doubt 

that the perioikoi were Laconian in every sense of the word. They did not belong to the 

Spartan state, as Ridley once mentioned,36 but they were part of the Lacedaemonian state, 

where even though Sparta always took centre stage, the perioikoi were nonetheless free 

inhabitants and members of such a state. They should therefore be considered citizens of 

Laconia or citizens of the Lacedaemonian state. Hall speaks of a óLakedaimonian citizenshipô 

held by Spartiates and the perioikoi.37 In a sense one could say that it was a type of dual-

citizenship; a perioikos could hold Lakedaimonian citizenship but also citizenship of his own 

polis.38  

Many scholars tend to focus on the fact that the perioikoi were not Spartan citizens, as 

mentioned above,39 and claim that this somehow made them ósecond-rank citizensô when 

compared to the Spartans.40 But it has nothing to do with not being Spartan citizens because 

the perioikoi were not Spartans. Spartans were citizens of Sparta, Prasians would have been 

citizens of Prasiai, and the same with those from Kythera, and the rest of the perioikic 

poleis.41 By being citizens of their own poleis, both Spartiates and perioikoi automatically 

attained membership of the Lacedaemonian state. That is what made them Laconians and 

Lacedaemonians above everything else. It is true that some cities were more influential than 

                                                           
36 Ridley 1974, 281 refers to them as óthe most mysterious element in the ancient Spartan stateô. 
37 Hall 2000, 80. 
38 Ducat 2010, 188, does not agree with Hallôs view of a pan-Lacedaemonian citizenship and does not believe 

that there is a ósingle Lacedaemonian societyô. 
39 Powell 2001, 251. 
40 Austin and Vidal-Naquet 1977, 85. In Cartledgeôs OCD4 definition he says that the perioikoi ócan be 

considered at best half- or second-class citizens of Spartaô. Cf. also Van Houten 1991, 37-38 who compares 

Laconian perioikoi with the Gibeonites and Canaanites of ancient Israel. She refers to the perioikoi as second-

class citizens as well. 
41 Shipley 2006b, 58 lists the perioikic settlements that were definitely poleis. 
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others, but that is true of any state; it does not necessarily mean that some were enfranchised 

and some disenfranchised simply because they belonged to a particular city. The perioikoi 

should not be seen as disenfranchised, or as second-class citizens simply because Sparta 

made the important decisions.42 Sparta was in charge of major affairs because it served as a 

quasi-capital, but it was still part of the Lacedaemonian state. A modern state can be a nation 

or a territory under one government. If we analyse Sparta and the Lacedaemonian state then 

we can find parallels with modern examples of states. In order to understand what the 

Lacedaemonian state was and how it may have operated it is perhaps worth comparing it to 

the modern United States of America (USA). The USA as a territory is comprised of fifty 

states, but foreign policy is carried out by its capital Washington D.C. States such as 

California, for example, belong to and are citizens of the USA, but they cannot dictate foreign 

policy on their own. Yet, that does not mean that they are second-class citizens or inferior to 

those in Washington D.C. This just means that the inhabitants are both citizens of the USA 

and, in their case, residents of their respective states. Therefore, we can definitely find 

parallels in Lacedaemonian society, where, as I have already mentioned, perioikic poleis 

belonged both to the Lacedaemonian state and to their own individual poleis, thus possessing 

a pan-Lacedaemonian citizenship, whether judicial, formal, or cultural, and a citizenship of 

their own poleis. Therefore, we can definitely visualise the existence of a Lacedaemonian 

state, which was made up of Sparta (the ócapitalô) and the perioikic poleis. Another view is 

that a perioikic polis was a dependent polis ( ˊɐəɞɞɠ ˊɧɚɘɠ), and that this automatically 

meant inferiority to Sparta. However, this was probably not the case. Dependency does not 

mean subjection or inferiority. Hansen says that óthis conceptéis very complex: dependent 

poleis existed in many different shapes and sizeséô.43 There are many ways in which 

perioikic poleis may have depended on Sparta without negative implications: just as the states 

of the USA depend on their capital and their government to make good decisions (foreign 

matters, military, economic) on behalf of everyone, so too the perioikoi depended on Sparta 

to make decisions that affected the whole of Laconia (i.e. when to go to war).  

To conclude so far, what the Spartans and perioikoi have in common is that they are 

both citizens of the Lacedaemonian state, which shows that they are in the same position. 

That some members or citizens would have been more advantaged than others had nothing to 

do with being from Sparta or any perioikic poleis. Shipley rightly says that seeing 

                                                           
42 This is the view taken by Hall 2000, 79-80. 
43 Hansen 1997, 29. On ódependent poleisô see also Gschnitzer 1958 and Perlman 1996. 
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Lacedaemon as ópolis-state and a polis-townô strengthens óthe picture of a ñstate of the 

Lakedaimoniansò to which perioikoi belonged on the same footing as the Spartiataiô.44 

 

Placing the perioikoi geographically 

Now that we have established how the perioikoi fitted into Laconia and were, in effect, 

citizens of Laconia (not of Sparta), it is important to pinpoint their exact location in relation 

to the geography of Laconia (see figure 1 above). Shipleyôs studies of the last two decades 

and the works of the CPC have truly opened up the world of the perioikoi in relation to their 

geopolitical space and their habitation.45 These studies have successfully placed the perioikoi 

geographically to a degree that we can know pinpoint the exact location of many, if not most, 

perioikic settlements.46 For example, we know now that there were at least fifty-three 

perioikic settlements.47 Shipley acknowledges that because of the nature of the textual and 

epigraphical evidence available, we know much more about those that were situated on the 

coasts of Laconia.48 However, various questions arise from the analysis of Shipleyôs 

assembled data. Why do coastal perioikic settlements figure more prominently in ancient 

sources? What similarities and differences exist between a perioikic city in Southern Laconia 

and one from North-Eastern Laconia, for example? What purpose did they serve, if any?  

 The purpose of this section is to make sense of the importance of having so many 

perioikic settlements located in such a diverse landscape as Laconia. Thanks to Shipleyôs 

pioneering systematic study of perioikic settlements, we can now begin to understand the 

importance of these settlements and trace their geographic relevance in relation to Sparta and 

the Lacedaemonian state. The common trait that binds all of these scattered settlements 

together is their strategic position in Laconia. We need to go beyond just knowing where they 

lived. Rather, we should uncover and highlight the advantages of having so many perioikic 

settlements strategically dispersed throughout Laconia. A quick glance at a physical map of 

Laconia (see figure 3 below) reveals just how important perioikic cities are to the protection 

and defence of Laconia. They can be found in the coast between mountains and the sea (e.g. 

                                                           
44 Shipley, 1997, 207. See Ducat 2008, 82, who disagrees and argues against such view. According to him, óil 

nôexistait pas de çcit® de Lac®d®moneè, dont les P®ri¯ques auraient ®t® des membres passifs, politiquement 

exclus; il n'y avait qu'un ensemble de cités associées à Sparte, privées d'une partie importante de leur 

souverainet®, et dont ils ®taient les citoyensô. 
45 See Shipley, 1997, 2004a, 2004b, and 2006b. 
46 Earlier scholars also deserve credit for doing the fundamental and pioneering studies on the topography of 

Laconia. For example, see Curtius 1851-2; Niese 1906; Wace and Hasluck 1907-8; Hope Simpson and 

Waterhouse 1960 and 1961; Pritchett 1965-89; and in Messenia, Valmin 1929. 
47 Data obtained from Shipley 2004a.  
48 Shipley 2006b, 58. 



26 
 

Prasiai and Kyphanta), inside the Gulf of Laconia (e.g. Gytheion), inland but still relatively 

close to the sea (e.g. Las), overlooking Messenia (e.g. Aigys, Leuktra and Kromnos), in 

northernmost Laconia (e.g. Sellasia) and deep in mountainous regions (e.g. Marios). What we 

can gather from Shipley and the CPCôs findings is that perioikic settlements ï some more 

than others, of course ï served a strategic purpose in the protection of Laconia from external 

(i.e. other Greek poleis) and internal (i.e. helots) enemies. Essentially, the perioikoi were the 

peripheral watchmen of the Spartans and the ógatekeepersô of Laconia. Even though scholars 

have mentioned this strategic importance, none have thoroughly examined what this meant 

both for the Spartans and the perioikoi.49 It is important, therefore, to analyse the significance 

and potential of each settlement/polis posed not only for Laconian security but for every type 

of Laconian activity: military, economical, or social. This will  now be discussed in detail. 

 

 

Figure 3. Physical map of Laconia. 

 

 The military possibilities of perioikic territory are plentiful. Any imminent threat of 

attack coming from the Aegean or the Mediterranean would be detected first by the perioikoi 

living in coastal poleis. If the Spartans were careful and smart in war, and they were, it is 

probable that they would have had trained perioikic runners stationed in many of these 

coastal poleis. The Spartans needed óeyes and earsô at all times, and no other group in the 

                                                           
49 Mertens 2002, 294 and Powell 2010, 105 mention the strategic importance of Kythera in passing; Cartledge 

2001 also briefly mentions the importance of perioikic territories in regard to conflicts; Shipley 2006b, 69 

mentions that perioikic settlements in Messenia would have had a ópolicing functionô over the helots. 
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southern Peloponnese was better equipped to do this than the perioikoi. The inhabitants of 

Kythera, Tainaron, Epidauros Limera, Gytheion, and the rest of the coastal cities would have 

included expert seafarers and fishermen. This being so we would expect coastal perioikoi to 

have a major role in all the Spartansô maritime business. It is no surprise that landlocked 

Sparta had its dockyards in perioikic (I stress) Gytheion. Xenophon (Hell.6.5.32) mentions 

that the Spartans had their dockyards at Gytheion. Thucydides (1.108.5) describes how the 

Athenians under Tolmides burnt the dockyards of the Lacedaemonians (Ű ɜŮɩɟɘɞɜ Űɜ 

ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɞɜɑɤɜ) (presumably at Gytheion).50 Elsewhere Thucydides (4.16.1) relates how the 

Spartans should bring to Pylos óall other warships in Laconiaô. Understandably the Spartans 

were not the best seafarers or the best at naval warfare, but the truth is that they did not need 

to be, because they had the perioikoi to maintain their dockyards and to take care of 

everything sea-related.51 One of the handful of named perioikoi is the perioikos Diniades, 

whom Thucydides describes as the commander of a fleet (8.22.1).52 It would not be 

surprising if the perioikoi were considered to be the Lacedaemonian armyôs experts in naval 

warfare. One could even go further and suggest that the perioikoi might have trained Spartans 

in maritime affairs, especially when it came to war. Reciprocal military training could have 

served as a quid pro quo between Spartans and perioikoi; on the one hand the former teaches 

the latter how to be a heavy-infantry soldier, and on the other hand the latter teaches the 

former how to be a mariner. Judging from their coastal positions in Laconia alone, we can 

infer that the perioikoi included experts in naval matters, whether in peace (fishing or trade) 

or war. Sources, however, further support this theory. Thucydides tells us that a whole fleet 

was under Diniades, while the land army marched alongside the shore under Eualas, a 

Spartan. This passage alone tells us that individual perioikoi were more than capable of 

leading a whole fleet. 

 In the Anabasis, Xenophon tells us that Dexippus was put in charge of a fifty-oared 

warship in order to collect transport-ships for the rest of the army but that instead he took the 

ship himself and sailed away out of the Black Sea (5.1.15). Dexippus is often characterised as 

a mercenary, but he was a perioikos first and the fact that he can take charge of a single ship 

and use it for his own purposes shows that he was a skilled seafarer. One can add that not 

only were some perioikoi seafarers but would undoubtedly have been shipbuilders as well. 

                                                           
50 Pausanias (1.27.5) alludes to the same episode and specifically says that Tolmides burned the dock-yards at 

Gytheion. 
51 On Lacedaemonian dockyards see Falkner 1994. On dockyards and shipsheds in general see Blackman and 

Rankov 2014.  
52 Diniades will be discussed further in chapters 4 and 5. 
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Lawrence Tritle says that triremes were fragile and therefore would have needed secure 

harbours.53 Gytheion would have provided the very best security for the warships of the 

Lacedaemonians. Gytheion was not on the east coast of Laconia, where it would have been 

too open from attacks from the Aegean. Instead, it was comfortably located in the Gulf of 

Laconia, where it would have been shielded from the Aegean, from bad weather and from 

surprise attacks. Moreover, in case of emergency the Spartans could surely reach Gytheion 

quickly, as it was situated ósome 40 km to the south of Spartaô.54 Here the perioikoi could 

maintain and build ships comfortably. As a matter of fact, Xenophon tells us how Alcibiades 

directed his course straight to Gytheion in order to take a look at the thirty triremes which he 

heard the Lacedaemonians were making ready there (Hell.1.4.11). Since he says 

óLacedaemoniansô we can infer that there were perioikoi there in command of preparing the 

ships, though there were probably also Spartans overseeing this task. The consensus among 

well-informed scholars is that the perioikoi included not merely traders and merchants, but 

also miners, craftsmen, farmers, fishermen, manufacturers, blacksmiths, among other 

things.55 Therefore, if they practiced a whole range of professions, there is every reason to 

believe that coastal perioikoi would have been in charge of building the triremes and 

maintaining the Lacedaemonian navy.56  

 The Spartans above everyone else appreciated how crucial perioikic cities were to 

their economy and especially to their war effort. A perfect example is the island of Kythera. 

The earliest reference to its importance can be found in Herodotus (7.235.1-3). Demaratus 

explicitly tells Xerxes that he should send a fleet to Kythera because, if he captures it, all of 

Laconia will be neutralized. He tells Xerxes the story of how Chilon, the sixth-century 

Spartan sage, once remarked that the Spartans were better off with Kythera beneath the sea 

than above it. This passage alone shows the jewel that was Kythera in the Lacedaemonian 

crown.57 Even though Herodotus does not mention the perioikoi, we know Kythera was 

perioikic because Thucydides specifically says that it was the perioikoi who lived there 

(4.53.2). But what is interesting is how Thucydides says that the Spartans truly valued 

Kythera. He says the Spartans ótook great care of the place, since it was the port for merchant 

                                                           
53 Tritle 2006, 215. 
54 Shipley, 2004a, 569. 
55 Cf. Grote 1884; Toynbee 1913; Glotz 1938; Chrimes 1949; Michell 1952; Bolkestein 1958; Ehrenberg 1960; 

Cooke 1962; Forrest 1968; Finley 1968; Larsen 1970; Ridley 1974; Shipley 1992 and 2006b; Cartledge 2001.  
56 For scholars who specifically mention the perioikoi as wood workers see Glotz 1938 (wood industries) and 

Michell 1952 (crafters of objects of wood). 
57 How and Wells 1912, 7.235.2 also picked up on the importance of Kythera when commenting on this 

passage: óThe value of Cythera as a naval base of operations against Laconia is obviousô. 
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ships from Egypt and Libya and also served as protection for Laconia from attack by pirates 

from the sea ï which is its one vulnerable point, since the whole of Laconia juts out into 

Sicilian and the Cretan seasô (4.53.2-3). When one looks at the geographic position of 

Kythera on a map one can immediately understand why the Spartans valued this off-shore 

island so much.58 Thucydides himself says it had a dual purpose: as a port for merchants 

coming from Egypt and Libya, and as a sort of stronghold for Laconia. Kythera was so 

important to Sparta that Thucydides emphasises how Sparta at one period regularly sent a 

garrison of heavy infantry to the island. Having a garrison present at the island might seem 

obvious, given the economic importance of the island and that, as we can infer from 

Thucydides, it was often attacked by pirates; but there could also be other reasons for this. 

Maybe the garrison was sent to relieve perioikic soldiers already stationed in the island or as 

reinforcements. 

 Ironically, during the Theban invasion of Laconia, when the enemy came from the 

north and not from the sea, Kythera was seen as the farthest one could go to escape from the 

chaos; and the Spartans exploited this. Plutarch tells us that óAntalcidas, who was an ephor, 

secretly sent his children away to Cythera, so full of fear was heô (Ages.32.1). Plutarch makes 

it sound as if Kythera was the safest place at that particular moment, which is also another 

reason why Kythera was so important to the Spartans. Both Thucydides and Plutarch give us 

a glimpse of the strategic importance of Kythera during the classical period. Perioikic 

inhabitants of the island therefore had a role to play both economically and in the protection 

of Laconia. To add some mystery to the uniqueness of Kythera, Thucydides (4.53.2) 

mentions how the Spartans annually sent an officer called óthe judge of Cytheraô 

(Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ).59 This officer was sent to Kythera from Sparta, but unfortunately Thucydides 

does not elaborate any further than this. This is the only instance where we find the Greek 

term for this officer: the Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ. Therefore, it is impossible to know who the 

Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ was, the limits of his authority, and why he was being sent to Kythera on an 

annual basis. We can only infer that he was some sort of overseer. It is also unclear whether 

he was sent to oversee local Kytheran laws, to revise current laws (like the nomothetai at 

Athens), or to oversee local criminal courts.60 On the other hand, given the military and 

                                                           
58 Another notable example can be found in Xenophon (Hell.4.8.7-8), where in 393 Pharnabazus and Conon 

installed a governor after landing on the island. This shows the pattern often taken by foreign invaders during 

the classical period of using the island as a headquarters before attacking the mainland.   
59 Cf. MacDowell 1986, 29-30. 
60 On the nomothetai see Hansen 1991; Blackwell 2003; Harris 2006. On another note, the obvious linguistic 

parallel is the office of Hellanodikai (principal judges at the Olympic Games) at Olympia, but since we know so 
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strategic importance of Kythera, an alternative interpretation is that the term Ⱦɡɗɖɟɞŭɑəɖɠ 

has military connotations: there is no reason to rule out that he might have been a military 

commander, like a harmost. Perhaps, due to the uniqueness of Kythera, in this case ŭɘə- does 

not necessarily imply judicial function, but a military one, or a combination of the two.  

 Being on the coast was not the only advantage that perioikic cities had; having so 

many perioikic cities scattered around meant that Laconia was truly a connected place. 

Shipley says that the perioikoi ómay have constructed and maintained the road network 

whichéunited the various parts of Lakonike with each other and with places outside and 

gave practical effect to Spartan powerô.61 Fortunately we have evidence of roads in Laconia 

between Sparta and perioikic cities.62 Xenophon, for example, attests to the existence of a 

wagon road from Sparta to Aulon when writing about the conspiracy of Cinadon. In the 

passage, the ephors say that they would send three wagons, so that they would not have to 

bring back the prisoners on foot (Hell.3.3.9). Xenophon also mentions a road from Sparta to 

Gytheion taken by the invading Thebans in the fourth century (Hell.6.5.32); elsewhere he 

mentions a wagon-road to Kromnos, another perioikic city (Hell.7.4.22). Pausanias also 

mentions a road in Laconia that runs from Pellana to Gytheion, which is notable because here 

we have mention of a road from a former perioikic city to another (3.21.3-4). The perioikoi, 

even more so than the Spartans, would have been familiar with all roads leading to Laconia, 

leading out of Laconia, and especially all those roads from perioikic cities that lead to and 

from Sparta. An interesting example of such a road can be found in Xenophon (Hell.7.2.2-3), 

a passage which further illustrates the knowledge the perioikoi had of communications within 

Laconia. He says that, during the Theban invasion, the Phliasians needed to get to Sparta as 

quickly as possible because they were the last to arrive to Prasiai, and the rest of the allies, 

led by a Spartan officer, had gone ahead to Sparta. Prasiai was definitely a perioikic city, so 

the guide they hired there was surely a perioikos;63and by hiring such a guide the Phliasians 

were able to get to Sparta without being detected, which shows that the guide knew every 

possible route, obvious and hidden.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
little about the Spartan judge at Kythera any attempt to compare these two would be futile. On the Hellanodikai, 

see Christesen 2007. 
61 Shipley 2006b, 69. 
62 It is worth mentioning the various modern studies on ancient roads in Laconia, especially Pikoulas 2012. For 

reviews of this book, see Shipley 2014 and Roy 2014.  
63 Prasiai is one of the eight coastal perioikic settlements that the IACP lists as definitely being a perioikic polis. 

Also cf. Shipley 2006b, 58. 
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Thus, we can say for certain that already by the classical period, a network of roads 

existed in Laconia which connected many of its cities.64 In his review of Pikoulasô book The 

Road-Network of Lakonike, Roy concludes with the question: ówhy did the Spartans need so 

many roads?ô65 The answer is that Laconia, not just Sparta, needed so many roads simply 

because it depended on the Spartans and the perioikoi to keep the Lacedaemonian state 

functioning properly; and to do so they needed roads in order to interact with each other more 

easily on a daily basis. So, it should really not come as a surprise that Laconia had so many 

roads. 

 Finally, another major strategic feature of Sparta and Laconia was the cities of 

Pellana, Sellasia and Oios. These were the northernmost perioikic cities of Laconia in the 

direction of Spartaôs nearest foreign neighbour, Tegea in Southeastern Arcadia, and were 

particularly important because they controlled land access to Laconia: they were, in effect, 

the gateway to Laconia, and they had as important a role as the coastal cities in protecting the 

region from external threat. Pellana, in particular, may be considered crucial because it sits in 

the Eurotas valley and in order to reach Sparta from the north, in all probability an enemy had 

to go through Pellana first. In addition, Sellasiaôs close proximity to both Pellana and Sparta 

may have played an important role in providing reinforcements to Pellana and receiving 

reinforcements from Sparta.66 Life would definitely have been busy at these perioikic cities, 

whether for better or for worse. We know that Sellasia was sacked and burned to the ground 

during the Theban invasion of Laconia in 370 (Xen.Hell.6.5.27) and that Oios played a role 

in the same campaign (6.5.24-26). Perioikic cities all around Laconia served different 

purposes, their unique and scattered geographic locations allowed them to assume different 

roles both for the economy of the whole of Laconia and for military purposes. These perioikic 

cities acted as gateways to Laconia, as ports between the Peloponnese and places such as 

Egypt, and also controlled access both from the Mediterranean and the Aegean. It is no 

surprise that Laconia was hard to enter and to conquer, since to reach Sparta from North, 

South, East, and West any invader had to go through perioikic territory; and these perioikoi 

                                                           
64 Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is no way of knowing how or by whom these roads were maintained. There is a 

short passage in Hdt.6.57.4 which says that Lacedaemonian kings are responsible for ócases concerning public 

roadsô. As the kings ruled over all of Laconia we have to assume that their jurisdiction extended to roads in 

perioikic territory. Pikoulas 2012, quoted in Shipley 2014, also alludes to this passage and notes that this 

responsibility fell on the kings due to the size of the task of maintaining this network of roads.  
65 Roy 2014, 491. 
66 Shipley 2006b, 62, 69-70, says the easiest way to access Sparta was from Arcadia, and that Pellana and 

Sellasia controlled this access. He also notes that óat certain periods Sellasia controlled access to Sparta by 

foreigners approaching from the north, even for peaceful purposesô. 
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had no problem either getting word to Sparta or getting to Sparta themselves as quickly and 

effectively as possible. 

 

Identifying the perioikoi 

 

Textual evidence 

Identifying the people called óperioikoiô in ancient Greek sources is a laborious task which 

needs to be done patiently, carefully and with precision. It is not enough to look at those 

examples where the word óperioikoiô or óperioikosô appears. We need to look for those 

instances where an individual is being described as Laconian, Lacedaemonian and from a 

specific place in Laconia (e.g. Gytheion or Prasiai). After all, there is only a handful of 

examples where the perioikoi of Laconia are mentioned, and even fewer examples of 

individual perioikoi being labelled thus. We must not forget that óLacedaemoniansô is the 

standard term used by authors to refer to Spartans; and the same can be said of the perioikoi. 

There are more instances of Spartans being labelled as Lacedaemonians than as Spartans. The 

key to understanding how the perioikoi are represented in our sources lies not just with the 

term perioikoi but with the term óLacedaemonianô. 

 Two questions always arise when one studies the perioikoi: who were the perioikoi? 

And in what contexts do they appear in our sources? The basic answer to the last question is 

that the perioikoi mostly appear in two contexts: military and geographical. As discussed in 

chapters 5 and 6, the military context is much the most common reason why they are 

mentioned. In terms of the geographical context, the perioikoi (not as individuals but their 

cities) figure in the texts of Pausanias and Pseudo-Skylax.67 For example, there are occasions 

in Pausanias where he mentions a place as being a perioikic city, but continues with his 

description without offering any type of insight into their culture or character (e.g. 3.2.5-6). 

The same can be said of Pseudo-Skylaxôs description of Lacedaemon as a community filled 

with cities (46): óthere are also many other cities of the Lakedaimonioi (Lakedaimonians). 

And in the interior is Sparta, and many othersô (46.2). Sparta is only one of many cities in 

Lacedaemon, whereas the others are all perioikic; and this is what makes his description 

unique. Pseudo-Skylaxôs stress on the multiplicity of poleis is remarkable. When reading his 

description of Lacedaemon, one gets a sense that it is a place replete with cities.68 When one 

                                                           
67 For the text and translation of Pseudo-Skylax, I use Shipley 2011. Strabo also mentions the perioikoi, but he 

will be discussed in chapter 4. 
68 Interestingly, this passage is comparable to Homerôs description of Crete as also having many cities 

(Od.19.172-175). I would like to thank Professor Christopher Tuplin for suggesting this comparison. 
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compares the authorôs description of Lacedaemon to that of Attica, one finds that for the 

latter there is no suggestion of saying there is anything in Attica that resembles a polis except 

Athens and a few places on the coast (57). This description of Lacedaemon creates an 

accidental impression that Sparta is somehow an afterthought, which of course can be treated 

as an accident due to the authorôs fixation on coastlines.69 Analysing these geographical 

works is useful for understanding this aspect of the perioikic settlements, but if we really 

want to understand them as a people then we need to look beyond these geographical 

descriptions. 

Leaving aside the abstract representations of collective geographical descriptions, we 

can now move on to analyse the perioikoi as peoples. The sporadic appearance of the 

perioikoi in written sources has led scholars to interpret this comparative silence as proof that 

they are different from the Spartans. This perceived difference (which, I stress, did not really 

exist) has led many scholars to see the perioikoi as being the subjects of the Spartans.70 But 

one should not interpret cameo appearances as evidence of inferiority. We first need to ask 

ourselves why our sources are mostly silent about the perioikoi. This is not because these 

sources did not know who the perioikoi were or because they were oblivious of their 

existence. Far from it, Greek writers such as Thucydides and Xenophon knew more about the 

perioikoi than scholars today give them credit for. I believe this is one of the reasons why 

they figure so little in our sources, because Greek writers did not at times distinguish 

perioikoi from Spartans. In the external ideology of what Sparta was supposed to be and how 

she operated, Sparta is always depicted as the main operator of Laconian affairs. It is 

therefore no surprise that Greek writers always talk about the Spartans and not about the 

perioikoi separately. The perioikoi were not the ones who dictated foreign policy in Laconia, 

this was the job of the Spartans. This does not, on the other hand, make them different from 

the Spartans. Perhaps our sources did not write that much about the perioikoi because they 

must have believed that in many contexts the distinction was not significant. Except in cases 

where the perioikoi are specifically identified as such, we have no true way of distinguishing 

between perioikoi and Spartans. As we shall see in chapter 6, in battle they were 

indistinguishable and there is no reason to think that in daily life the situation was much 

different: they probably did not even dress in markedly different fashion. The only difference 

is that they were not Spartans because they did not belong to Sparta, just as the Spartans did 

not live in Gytheion, and therefore were not Gytheians. They were both Lacedaemonians, and 

                                                           
69 Shipley 2011, 123 says, óthe selection of towns reflects a coastal biaséô 
70 Cartledge 2002, and Shipley 1992 and 2006b. 



34 
 

if we treat Laconia as a Lacedaemonian state, with the main power being Sparta, but all its 

citizens being Lacedaemonians, there is no reason to treat the citizen inhabitants as different 

from each other.  

 The perioikoi lived side by side with the Spartans; they fought together, they attended 

each otherôs religious festivals,71 and attended the funerals of kings (Hdt.6.58.2), and most 

probably went on hunting expeditions together. The advantage of having them described as 

perioikoi is that because that term is so technical and general, maybe sources use it to 

describe non-Spartan Lacedaemonians. It is important to remember that most of the time, 

when the perioikoi are mentioned it is in a context which also includes Spartans, and in which 

the Spartans are the main focus of attention. As mentioned above we do have the example of 

Dexippus who is described as a Laconian perioikos. One could change this to 

óLacedaemonianô and would mean the same, but here Xenophon is being specific for 

unknown reasons. All Spartans were Lacedaemonians but not all Lacedaemonians were 

Spartans. The same can be said of the perioikoi from Geronthrai, for example; they were 

Lacedaemonians but not all Lacedaemonians were from Geronthrai. The only stark difference 

between Lacedaemonians is their geographical location in Laconia, but nothing else. Sparta 

was indeed superior but she was only superior in the sense that she dictated foreign policy 

and, we can confidently infer, looked out for the interest of Laconia, not just Sparta. Every 

country has a main hub, a capital, if you will, and Sparta could be compared to a capital in the 

sense that it is the centre of Lacedaemon as a country or region. 

 One group which was definitely not Lacedaemonian was the helots. They are 

completely different from the perioikoi; we know much more about them, they have their 

own name, which is not attested anywhere else in the Greek world, and sources knew that 

they were different. In fact they had their own identity, a Messenian identity, which is both 

ideologically and geographically different from a Laconian identity.72 The Helots were 

different from the Spartans and our sources usually like to emphasize this difference: they 

were Messenians, they were slaves/serfs, and they were prone to rebelling. Even though they 

do not figure as prominently as the Spartans in our sources, in a way it is easier to identify 

them because they were not Spartans, but most importantly, they were not Lacedaemonians. 

One can identify a sense of otherness in the case of the Helots, but the same cannot be said of 

the perioikoi. Helots were different and looked different, they wore rough clothes and a 

                                                           
71 See Cartledge 2002, 165. 
72 See Luraghi 2008 and Luraghi and Alcock 2003. 
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mandatory óspecial uniformô made up of animal pelts and dog-skin caps.73 Even though we 

have no such information for perioikic dress we would need only to look at how 

Lacedaemonians dressed, in order to find an accurate picture of how a perioikos would have 

dressed. In other words, whatever evidence we have of Spartan dress (Laconian shoes, 

military red cloaks, shields bearing a lambda for Lacedaemon, instead of a sigma for Sparta) 

could definitely be applied to the perioikoi. The reason we have more information on the 

Helots than on the perioikoi is because sources knew that the Helots were different and thus 

had to describe them separately. 

 Ancient Greek sources never write of the óothernessô of the perioikoi nor do they 

write about how different they were from the Spartans, or from any other people for that 

matter. Not even Herodotus, who is known for emphasizing the peculiarities of other peoples, 

wrote about the perioikoi in that sense. At first glance, it may appear that Herodotus did not 

know much about the perioikoi, but I doubt this is true, bearing in mind that he gives us 

information about them that nobody else does: he knew about the numbers they contributed 

in Plataea (9.11.3), and he even knew that the perioikoi attended the funeral of kings (6.58.2). 

Therefore it is not enough to say that Herodotus, or any other Greek source, did not know 

about the perioikoi and that is why they did not write as much about them as they did about 

the Spartans. Sources knew that they were also Lacedaemonians and therefore similar to the 

Spartans. The only source that hints at the perioikoi being socially different and inferior to the 

Spartans is Isocrates (12.181) when he mentions that óEphors have the power to put to death 

without trial as many as they pleaseô, but it is generally agreed that this is an exaggeration 

prompted by the rhetorical context.74 

 As we have seen, there is no single piece of textual evidence that portrays the 

perioikoi as being different from the Spartans in almost all respects. As will be discussed in 

detail below, the evidence from the en polemoi inscriptions found at Laconia (not just Sparta 

but at perioikic places as well) gives us a glimpse of the equality and togetherness that existed 

among the perioikoi and the Spartans. The fact that commemorations (mnemeia) were 

ascribed to Spartans and perioikoi alike shows that they were truly indistinguishable from 

each other. What we do find in Laconia is diversity, which is completely different from 

difference. The perioikoi were not different from the Spartans, but that is not to say that there 

was no diversity in Laconia. The amount of diversity between the various perioikic 

                                                           
73 David 1989, 12-3. 
74 See Cartledge 2002, 154; Hansen 2004, 161; Shipley 2006b, 68. This passage from Isocrates will be discussed 

in chapter 4. 
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settlements and Sparta is what made Laconia prosper. As mentioned above, the Spartans were 

soldiers by trade, but the perioikoi could be fishermen, sailors, and soldiers as well, and so 

they contributed to the diversity in Laconia. But this is something we can deduce from a 

careful analysis of our sources and not something they explicitly tell us is. So the reason why 

it is so difficult to identify the perioikoi in our sources is not because they were so different 

that the sources chose to omit them. Quite the opposite: they are so similar to the Spartans 

that sources simply preferred to mention the Spartans or Lacedaemonians because they knew 

that this also included the perioikoi. 

 Having analysed the perioikoi primarily as a group of unnamed people, one can now 

move on to analyse those instances of named perioikoi that appear in our sources. In the 

whole Greek corpus we only have four individuals who are both mentioned by name and said 

to be perioikic (see figure 4 below). Unfortunately, three of them are only mentioned once 

(i.e. Eudicus, Phrynis and Diniades), whereas Dexippus is mentioned numerous times and 

across different sources. Even though we only have these four examples, when one analyses 

them closely one realises that each of them is linguistically unique.  

Eudicus (Xen.Hell.5.4.39) is described as one of the perioikoi (Űɜ ˊŮɟɘɞɑəɤɜ ɜŬ) 

involved in Agesilausô war against Thebes in 378. Xenophon acknowledges the fact that 

Eudicus is one of the many perioikoi present at that particular time and moment. In addition, 

semiconsciously embedded in this formulation is a sense that the perioikoi are rather a big set 

within Agesilausôs force and that Spartiates are not. Eudicus is described immediately after 

Xenophon mentions two Spartiates: Cleas and Epicydidas. Here Xenophon is being as 

specific as he can be; he mentions Spartiates and perioikoi separately, without using the word 

óLacedaemoniansô. Xenophon evidently wanted to be very clear about who had died after the 

Theban assault, though why this should be so it is impossible to say. Elsewhere in Hellenica 

perioikoi are only mentioned collectively and anonymously. 

 

Named perioikos 

 

 

Reference 

 

 

Profession 

 

Dexippus 

Xen.An.5.1.15; 6.1.3; 6.6 

(passim) Diod.Sic.13.85, 87, 

88, 93, 96 

 

 

Soldier/mercenary 

 

Eudicus 

 

Xen.Hell.5.4.39 

 

Cavalryman 
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Phrynis75 

 

Thuc.8.6.4 

 

Soldier/spy 

 

 

Diniades 

 

Thuc.8.22.1 

 

Commander of a fleet 

 

Figure 4. Named perioikoi in written sources. 

 

Phrynis ( ɜŭɟŬ ˊŮɟɞɘəɞɜ) (Thuc.8.6.4) and Diniades (ȹŮɘɜɘɎŭŬɠ ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɠ) 

(Thuc.8.22.1), on the other hand, are mentioned with perioikos in the singular. Thucydides 

alludes to both as named individuals and not as part of a collective group as we saw with 

Eudicus in Xenophon. In the case of Diniades the context resembles that in Xenophon in that 

Diniades, like Eudicus, is mentioned alongside a Spartiate (ɟɢŮ ŭ ŬŰɞ ȺɎɚŬɠ 

ɆˊŬɟŰɘɎŰɖɠ, Űɜ ŭ ɜŮɜ ȹŮɘɜɘɎŭŬɠ ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɠ), and that in both cases we are dealing with 

military events; in Xenophon the individuals involved are cavalrymen, here the Spartiate is a 

commander of the land forces while Diniades commands the fleet. The only difference is that 

Xenophon describes fallen soldiers, whereas Thucydides is merely mentioning who is in 

charge of the forces. We cannot know whether or not there is a link between the military 

context and the style of mentioning them separately but what we can say for certain is that 

both Thucydides and Xenophon knew that these characters were perioikoi. 

 Phrynis is not mentioned alongside a Spartiate but, interestingly enough, the context 

does use the term Lacedaemonians.76 Thucydides says that the Lacedaemonians sent Phrynis, 

a perioikos, to assess the situation at Chios. Not much else can be said of this example in 

terms of identifying a perioikos except for the curious fact that Thucydides uses the phrase 

ɜŭɟŬ ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɜ, something that is not seen anywhere else in our sources.  

Of all the four examples, one could say that Dexippus is the one that stands out in 

terms of the linguistic terms used to describe him. Dexippus really is the óRosetta Stoneô of 

individual perioikoi in Greek sources. He is described by name, said to be a perioikos, and 

not only a perioikos but a Laconian perioikos (ȿɎəɤɜŬ ˊŮɟɑɞɘəɞɜ) ï as mentioned above, 

something peculiar to this case. He is also mentioned numerous times not just by Xenophon, 

but by Diodorus as well, and in a different context altogether from the events of the Anabasis. 

                                                           
75 Perhaps it is worth noting that Phrynis is a very unusual name. According to the data gathered in the LGPN, 

Phrynis is both a male and female name, it is only attested once in Laconia (our example), and less than a 

handful of times in Euboia, Thessaly and South Italy. The only place where it seems to be a common name is in 

Sicily, particularly in Tauromenion. 
76 We cannot rule out that the principal point of calling him a perioikos might be to say that he was not a 

Spartiate. 
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Perhaps what is most peculiar in the case of Dexippus is that in Xenophon he is described as 

a Laconian perioikos but in Diodorus he is always described simply as a Lacedaemonian 

(ȹɏɝɘˊˊɧɠ ŰŮ  ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɧɜɘɞɠ); the latter never uses the word perioikos or perioikoi. This 

prompts the question: if we did not have Xenophonôs evidence, would we know that 

Diodorusô Dexippus was a perioikos? The answer must be no; scholars would certainly have 

assumed that he was a Spartan, and I would have classified him as one of the many ópossible 

perioikoiô who are described simply as Lacedaemonians and not as Spartiates or perioikoi. 

This example illustrates the fact that external sources were liable to see perioikoi as 

Lacedaemonians and to label them accordingly.  

The trouble is that, in the absence of the sort of information provided by Xenophon 

about Dexippus, the task of identifying perioikoi amongst the numerous people labelled by 

Greek sources just as Lacedaemonians is very difficult.77 Nor is it only Lacedaemonians. 

Xenophon has the habit of using the term Laconian as well. We have seen that Dexippus is 

described as Laconian, but other individuals are also described in this way. For example, 

Demaratus is referred to as óDemaratus the Laconianô (ȹŬɛŬɟɎŰɞɡ Űɞ ȿɎəɤɜɞɠ)(An.2.1.3), 

Cheirisophus as óthe Laconianô (ɉŮɘɟɑůɞűɞɜ Űɜ ȿɎəɤɜŬ) (2.1.5), and Clearchus as óthe 

Laconianô (ȾɚɏŬɟɢɞɠ ȿɎəɤɜ) (2.5.31). These three characters are undoubtedly Spartiates, 

but Xenophon, for reasons known only to himself, prefers to call them Laconian. But these 

are not the only cases. We also have Leonymus, a Laconian (ȿŬəɤɜɘəɠ) who fought and 

died bravely (4.1.18), Nicander (ȿɎəɤɜɞɠ), who interestingly enough is the one that killed 

Dexippus (5.1.15), and Charminus and Polynicus (ȿɎəɤɜ), two Laconians from Thibronôs 

army (7.6.1).  

It is unclear whether Charminus and Polynicus are Spartans: they are never described 

in such terms, and it is not impossible that Thibron thought a pair of perioikoi were adequate 

to deal with the situation ï the acquisition of a mercenary force from Seuthes for use in a new 

war against Tissaphernes. Xenophon is certainly capable of labelling perioikoi simply as 

Laconian: that is clear not only from the case of Dexippus (where he uses both labels 

together) but also that of Neon. Xenophon regularly describes Neon, a soldier in 

Cheirisophusô contingent, as being an Asinean (Ɂɏɤɜ  ůɘɜŬɞɠ).78 Asine is an attested 

perioikic settlement,79 and scholars today agree that Neon was a perioikos.80 Yet, elsewhere 

                                                           
77 The notion that certain individuals described as Lacedaemonians/Laconians could be perioikic instead of 

Spartiates will be discussed in chapter 6 with regard to the Lacedaemonian army. 
78 Xen.An.5.3.4; 5.6.36; 6.4.11; 7.1.40; 7.2.1. These are all the instances Neon is described as an Asinean. 
79 Shipley 2004a, 2004b and 2006b, 59.  



39 
 

in the Anabasis (7.2.29) he is described as a Laconian.81 Whatever Xenophonôs reason for 

doing this,82 it is another reminder that the status of Charminus and Polynicus should not be 

taken for granted. The question cannot perhaps be resolved, but it is certainly important to 

appreciate that both possibilities exist. The inclination many will feel to identify them as 

Spartiates simply begs questions about the potential roles of perioikoi in Spartan official 

business; and one of the purposes of the present study is precisely to invite historians not to 

beg such questions.  

Instances of an individual being called Laconian (ȿɎəɤɜ) are relatively isolated 

(Xenophon may simply have had a purely personal tendency towards the term) and we hear 

far more about groups of people called óLacedaemoniansô (ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɧɜɘɞɘ) than óLaconiansô. 

The problem is that the term óLacedaemonianô (ȿŬəŮŭŬɘɛɧɜɘɞɠ) is used so many times that it 

is difficult to distinguish between Spartan and perioikoi. (One can appreciate this by 

observing that substituting óLacedaemonianô for either óSpartanô or óperioikosô rarely, if ever, 

produces a result that looks odd.) Therefore, it is difficult to identify possible perioikoi 

among these cases. But it is certainly not always impossible, because in cases where there is 

no firm reason to classify óLacedaemoniansô as perioikoi, one must admit that there is no firm 

evidence that they were Spartiates either.  

Yet scholars have tended to approach the evidence by assuming that Lacedaemonian 

is an alternative for Spartiate, not for both Spartiate and perioikos. While this is true in some 

obvious cases, there are many cases where we cannot say for certain that sources are referring 

only to Spartans, and there are cases where they are most probably referring to a combination 

of both Spartiate and perioikoi. I believe the latter to be true for the majority of the cases. 

Noreen Humble notices the shift in terminology in Xenophonôs Lakedaimonion Politeia. She 

says that óthe term Lakedaimonioi is favoured by Xenophon from Chapter 11 on, whereas he 

seemed to have preferred the term Spartiates prior to thatô. 83 Both Humble and Proietti agree 

that this happens because Xenophon at this point starts to include the other Lacedaemonians 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
80 In n. 6 to the Penguin edition of the Anabasis, Cawkwell admits that Neon was a perioikos because Asine was 

óone of the surrounding towns of Spartaô (1972, 248).  
81 Interestingly, there is a small debate concerning the real provenance of Neon because of the fact that there 

was one Asine in Laconia and another Asine in Messenia. For the belief that Neon was from Laconian Asine see 

Roy 1967, 303; Lendle 1995, 350; Stronk 1995, 89; Lee 2007, 60. For the belief that he came from Messenian 

Asine see Cartledge 1987, 320; Shipley 1997, 209 and 2004b, 559. 
82 Shipley 1997, 209 thinks there might be a reason behind this sudden change. He notes that, óthe variant 

occurs, interestingly, at the only point where he is being named in a passage of direct speech, perhaps because 

Xenophon represents himself addressing a Thracian envoy to whom a local ethnic from within Lakedaimon 

might be obscureô. 
83 Humble 2006, 222. 
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as well, meaning the perioikoi.84 When one attempts to identify the perioikoi in written 

sources, one realises that they are visible in diverse ways: there are (i) named perioikoi, (ii) 

perioikoi described by their city of origin, (iii) perioikoi described collectively as a group, 

and (iv) perioikoi described as Laconian or Lacedaemonians. The common thread is that they 

are almost always described in a context which also includes the Spartans. This is not because 

they were dependent on the Spartans, but because they lived and functioned alongside the 

Spartans. The perioikic communities and settlements and its peoples had always been part of 

Laconia. We can only attempt to identify the perioikoi once we come to the realisation that 

they were Lacedaemonians; it is only then that we can begin to come to terms with the fact 

that there are more perioikoi in our sources than we have been taught to believe.   

 

Material evidence 

The other main problem we encounter with the perioikoi is the material evidence, or lack 

thereof, left behind by them. It is bad enough that the Spartans did not leave any writing or 

structural remains behind as the Athenians did, but with the perioikoi it is even worse, simply 

because the majority of the time they are just mentioned in passing and not in great detail. 

Shipley says that ómost inscriptions from outside Sparta are not classical but hellenistic and 

Romanô.85 To make matters worse, the limited amount of material remains we do have can 

only be identified as perioikic through a process of association or elimination, and not 

because we know it for a fact. We can only deduce that an archaeological object belonged to 

the perioikoi and not to Spartans if (i) it is found in an identified perioikic settlement, (ii) if it 

names a perioikic settlement or (iii) if it uses the term Lacedaemonian instead of Spartiate or 

Spartan. To date, there is no inscription, relief, stele or other archaeological object with the 

word óperioikosô or óperioikoiô. Just identifying where the perioikoi lived is a problem in 

itself. We know there were more than fifty -three perioikic settlements, but we simply do not 

know all their names.86 Furthermore, many of the settlements for which we have names 

attested, cannot be physically located.  

There is also the matter of inscriptions and reliefs. It may be possible to identify the 

perioikoi through this visual medium, especially if the evidence is found in perioikic territory. 

For example, a late fifth- or fourth-century stele simply bearing the name óHybrionô has been 

found in what is now firmly identified perioikic Sellasia (see figures 5a and 5b below). 

                                                           
84 Proietti 1987. 
85 Shipley 2006b, 56. 
86 See n. 41 and n. 47 above. 
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Starting from the assumption that the stele is classical and from a perioikic city, it is possible, 

though obviously not conclusively, to identify Hybrion as a perioikos.87 Even though this 

idea has not been entertained before, it has been suggested that he could have been 

commemorated as a fallen soldier, which leads me to the next category of inscriptions.88 

                      

Figures 5a and 5b. Grave-stele of Hybrion. 

 

We have a decent number of funerary inscriptions relating to those who died in war. 

Commonly known today as the en polemoi (in war) inscriptions, these are scattered all over 

Laconia and usually include a personôs name followed by ɜ ˊɞɚɛ .89 Scholars tend to agree 

that this is a Laconian practice found nowhere else in the Greek world.90 These inscriptions 

have been found not only in Sparta, but in nearby locations as well, where the perioikoi lived, 

such as Sellasia and Geronthrai. According to Pritchett: 

 

The only Lakonian funerary inscriptions in the Corpus associated with war 

(IG V. 1. 701-710, 918, 921, 1124, 1125, 1320, 1591) are a series in the 

form of nomen Ůɜ ˊɞɚŮɛɤ. The ɜ ˊɞɚɛ  are for the most part small 

stelai and are found scattered over a wide area of Lakonia: Sparta, 

Magoula, Amyklai, Geronthrai, Sellasia, and Georgitsion. The provenance 

                                                           
87 Another interpretation might be that he was neither a Spartan nor a perioikos, but a helot. 
88 Details of the inscription can be found on http://www.csad.ox.ac.uk/Laconia/Inscription02.html. The 

description of the inscription reads: óHybrion is an unattested name. The Spartan custom was that only soldiers 

killed in battle, and women dying in childbirth, were named on gravestones, so this man could be a casualty of 

warfare, perhaps one of the known campaigns in the area of Sellasiaô.  Shipley 2013, 9-10, n. 65 adds: óTo what 

social class he belonged remains unknown; Spartiates who died in battle were allegedly commemorated with a 

gravestone (Plut. Lyc. 27.1), and the battlefield of Sellasia is close by, but the lettering may be Classical. His 

name is oddly derogatory and the carving, to all appearances, not that of a professional letter-cutterô. 
89 The inscriptions in the context of honour among the perioikoi will be discussed in chapter 6. 
90 Low 2006, 90-1. 
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of some is not known. They date from the fifth to the end of the third 

century.91 

 

Most of the places Pritchett mentions are in fact perioikic settlements. One has to be careful 

when analysing these inscriptions with the perioikoi in mind because, as mentioned above, 

we have no definite way of distinguishing between perioikoi and Spartans.92 There is some 

hope, however, and it comes in the form of inscription IG V, 1 1124 (see figure 6 below). Out 

of all the en polemoi inscriptions this one is definitely the most illuminating. First, it is from 

Geronthrai, an important perioikic city due to its proximity to Sparta, which has also given us 

more perioikic inscriptions than any other. Second, it names the specific battle where Eualkes 

ï the soldier commemorated in the inscription ï died. I take it that Eualkes was a perioikos, 

but as mentioned earlier, there is no true way of knowing. This inscription has been 

mentioned and studied by scholars such as John Lazenby, Paul Cartledge, Polly Low, and 

especially Nicholas Sekunda.93 One group of scholars firmly believes that Eualkes was a 

perioikos, while the other is not so sure. For example, Cartledge says that óhe [Eualkes] was a 

perioikos commemorated exactly as if he had been a Spartiateô.94 Lazenby, on the other hand, 

says that ówhile the natural assumption, since the inscription comes from perioecic 

Geronthrai, is that Eualkes was a perioikoséhe may have been a Spartiate, whose estate, for 

example, lay near Geronthraiô.95 Low does not entertain the possibility of him being a 

perioikos. She says that óthe body of Eualkes of Geraki is perpetuating the Spartan presence 

at Tegea, at the same time as his memorial is perpetuating his own memory, and the status of 

his family back in Laconiaô.96 Low is more neutral; she neither confirms nor denies that 

Eualkes could have been a perioikos. So, was he a perioikos or not? It is my belief that there 

are slightly more chances of him being a perioikos, not only because the inscription was 

found in Geronthrai, but because the perioikoi fought alongside the Spartans on many 

occasions, and I have no doubt that they would have been worthy of having  their own 

funerary inscriptions. They were, after all, part of the Lacedaemonian army and may have 

been honoured with such honorary inscriptions and in the same way as the Spartans were. 

 

                                                           
91 Pritchett 1985, 244-5. Pritchett only mentions eighteen inscriptions, while Low 2006, 86 says that there are 

twenty-four known and twenty published.  
92 The issue of indistinguishability between the Spartans and the perioikoi will be discussed at length in chapter 

6. 
93 Lazenby 1985; Cartledge 2002; Low 2006; Sekunda 2011. 
94 Cartledge 2002, 220, 268. 
95 Lazenby 1985, 15, 42, 85. 
96 Low 2006, 101. 
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Figure 6. Gravestone of Eualkes, Geronthrai c. 418. 

 

 Nonetheless, inscription 1124 presents another problem which has nothing to do with 

the debate of whether Eualkes was a perioikos or not but with the battle of Mantinea itself. 

Sekunda is far more concerned with the dating of the battle than with the classification of 

Eualkes.97 However, he starts from the premise that Eualkes was a perioikos because he 

wants to accommodate that battle of Mantinea in a period where the perioikoi were already 

incorporated in the Lacedaemonian army. Sekunda does not believe Lazenby when he says 

Eualkes may have been a Spartiate because for Sekunda óthere is no evidence that epitaphs of 

this type were restricted to Spartiates alone, as opposed to all Lakedaimonians, perioikoi as 

well as Spartiatesô.98 Sekunda does not dwell on the debate about whether or not Eualkes was 

a perioikos. Instead, he already assumes Eualkes was one, and from there tries to figure out in 

which battle he would have taken part as a perioikos. This is an example of a successful 

outcome when analysing evidence with the perioikoi in mind. Therefore, it is important to 

identify all material evidence that could possibly be of perioikic nature and from there 

analyse it from a perioikic point of view. 

 This brings one to the next examples, two hero reliefs from Laconia. Hero reliefs can 

also be seen throughout Laconia, and they usually depict a nude ópersonô, weapons, and 

snakes, all which represent the heroized dead.99 The relief in figure 7 below is of interest 

because it was found in Charuda near Areopolis in the Mani peninsula which is an area full of 

perioikic settlements. Sekunda illustrates this relief and says it depicts a perioikos, without 

giving any sort of explanation or reasons why he believes that. In his own words, he describes 

it as a óstele from ancient Areopolis, dating to the first half of the fifth century, showing a 

young perioikos warriorô.100 Sekunda automatically assumes it was a perioikos by association 

given that the relief was not from Sparta but from a perioikic settlement. The earliest 

                                                           
97 Sekunda 2011, 719. Discussed also below in Chapter 6, 156. 
98 Sekunda 2011, 721. 
99 See Salapata 1997 and Hibler 1993. 
100 Sekunda 1998, 59. 
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publications of this relief do not mention anything about it representing a perioikos.101 They 

describe the relief in detail but never mention the possibility of it being a perioikos ï though 

they do not assert that it is a Spartiate either. The artistic details have always been more 

important than the actual content of the scene: óA fine óHeroô relief from Charuda. The nude 

hero stands, with his shield on his arm and his helmet at his feet, before a serpentô.102 Again, 

there is no mention of the perioikos when there is a strong case to argue that it does indeed 

depict a perioikos. First, it does not come from Sparta but from Charuda, an area that by the 

time of this relief (it is Archaic, if we are to believe these original publications) was occupied 

by perioikoi. Second, the perioikoi participated in many Spartan campaigns and being 

óLacedaemoniansô they would have been commemorated in the same way as Spartans. 

Therefore, it is completely possible that they fought and died valiantly in battle, and were 

worthy of having a hero relief erected in their honour. 

 

Figure 7. Hero relief from Charuda. 

      

 The next hero relief (see figure 8 below) is not a typical hero relief and comes from an 

already familiar place; it is from Geronthrai, like the inscription of Eualkes. This relief, 

however, has not received much scholarly attention since it was published back in 1904, and 

even in those same publications, again, there is never any mention of it portraying a 

perioikos.103 The descriptions are very short and focus again on the artistic representations. 

                                                           
101 Schröder 1904, 44-6 and Paton 1904, 360. 
102 Paton 1904, 360. 
103 Schröder 1904, 42-4 and Paton 1904, 360. 
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For example, the one from AJA describes it as follows: óA very rude ' Hero' relief from 

Gerakion (Geronthrae), showing the hero seated and approached by two nude adorers. A 

snake drinks from the hero's bowlô. Unlike the one from Charuda, I have not come across it in 

modern publications, which to me is surprising because it is a most unusual hero relief (very 

different from the Charuda one) and the fact that it is from Geronthrai makes it even more 

alluring and worth investigating. Its provenance makes it completely possible for this relief to 

be depicting a perioikos instead of a Spartan: indeed the case is arguably stronger than with 

the one from Charuda, since Geronthrai is a more familiar perioikic city and as I mentioned 

earlier it has given us more perioikic inscriptions, including en polemoi inscriptions (IG V. 1 

1125), than any other perioikic city. 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Hero relief from Geronthrai. 

 

These hero reliefs and the Eualkes inscription show us that the problem of identifying 

perioikic peoples extends to the archaeological record as well. In the case of the hero reliefs, 

many hypotheses and theories, albeit circumstantial and speculative, can be made: the fact 

that they were found in perioikic settlements hints at a the possibility for these reliefs to be 

depicting perioikoi, being made by perioikoi, or even being given as gifts to the perioikoi 

(from the Spartans?). Today, we have to be open to the possibility that not all life in the 

southern Peloponnese revolved around Sparta. Laconian and Lacedaemonian identity was far 

stronger and ever-present than an individual Spartan or perioikic identity.  


























































































































































































































































































































