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The focus of this collection is elusive. I began with Clifford Ando’s intro-
duction (pp. 1-8) and Seth Richardson’s essay on Middle Bronze Age 
Mesopotamia (pp. 9-26) and thought that the book was about bandits and, 
potentially, pirates. Matthew Trundle (pp. 27-37) provides an essay on 
mercenary service and Athenian state structures before Richard Evans’s 
treatment of state finances and raiding with a focus on Syracuse (pp. 38-59). 
Alex McAuley (pp. 60-83) shifts attention to Seleucid colonisation and issues 
of identity. Roman Roth’s argument follows (pp. 84-96), focusing on coastal 
colonies as manifestations of Roman naval power and policy. He suggests 
that pirates lurked in the colonial walls. Aaron Beek (pp. 97-114) considers 
Rome’s habit of calling its enemies ‘pirates’, seeing them more as mercen-
aries. This is followed by Stephen Harrison’s paper on Tibullus (pp. 115-28), 
which transitions the volume to a more literary focus, with John Hilton’s 
paper on the rebellious boukoloi in Leucippe and Clitophon (pp. 129-44) and 
Martine de Marre’s consideration of the female Circumcellions, who are in 
the tradition of morally bad, rural and poor heretics (pp. 145-69). The 
volume finishes with two papers on reception topics. The first from Eve 
MacDonald and Sandra Bingham (pp. 170-84) points to tropes of piracy 
which came to justify imperial expansion in modern North Africa and finally 
comes Liliana Carrick-Tappeiner’s consideration of Classical motifs in the 
hyper-masculine King Solomon’s Mines (pp. 185-202).  

This shifting focus reflects an essential slipperiness of the subject. The 
terms ‘pirate’ or ‘bandit’ are often applied in modernity and antiquity, but 
rarely after a carefully consideration of the sociological and political char-
acteristics of the individual or group so labelled.  Such terminology is de-
scriptive and invective. One who called Domitian a latro (Plin. Ep. 1.12; Suet. 
Dom. 12), could not plausibly have been claiming that the Roman emperor 
conformed to the same sociological categories as the Cilician bandits or the 
Cretan pirates. But if invective is in play, are we looking principally at elite 
social discourses tarring the socially and politically marginal with a label 
reinforcing their externality? For historians of antiquity, the problem is 
worsened by linguistic issues. Inevitably, we are translating ‘bandit’ or 
‘pirate’ across multiple languages, sociological settings and moralizing prac-



 
2 

 

tices. Can the supposed roaming bands of heretics in North Africa be mean-
ingfully compared with Hellenistic mercenaries or Bronze Age herders? Is 
there anything that connects other than a translated word?  

Within the comparative historical and anthropological literatures, the 
category of bandit is not particularly homogeneous. Ando’s introductory 
survey goes back to Brent D. Shaw’s work, mostly from the 1980s and 1990s.1 
Shaw wrestled with this definitional problem, particularly in his long article 
on ‘Bandits in the Roman Empire’, which collated a multiplicity of reports of 
bandit activity. Lurking behind Shaw’s engagement was a cross-disciplinary 
initiative, ‘bandit studies’ which drew inspiration from the pioneering work 
of Eric Hobsbawm (not in the bibliography here). Hobsbawm invented the 
terminology of the ‘social bandit’ drawing on an experience of near contem-
porary banditry as a form of armed resistance.2 Bandit studies looked to 
recuperate the stories of low-level, low-class resistance as evidence for 
mostly agrarian social conflict. For Marxist-inspired historians, the bandit, 
or the primitive rebel, offered evidence of class struggle before modern 
political ideology.  

But as Hobsbawm well knew, the social bandit was not a straightforward 
figure. In places, the social bandit was mythologized and romanticized. 
Robin Goodfellow became a very bourgeois bandit in Romantic and modern 
receptions. In the Mediterranean, the klephts, armatoles, and pallikari of the 
nineteenth-century Balkans metamorphosed into nationalistic icons, de-
fenders of anti-state, pure-Greek traditions. This myth was at some distance 
from the local strong men either scratching a living through predations on 
isolated communities or dependent on the subsidies of state powers, which 
funded them to pursue regional conflict through proxies.3 There was very 
little of the primitive rebel about the Sicilian Mafia who were employed by 
local landowners to enforce their will on an agrarian population.4 Such 
bandits were wolves who preyed on their populations not representatives 
who defended the poor. In the modern and early modern eras there were 
multifarious manifestations of banditry with many different relations to 
established political structures. 

 
1 Shaw, B.D. 1984. ‘Bandits in the Roman Empire.’ Past and Present 105:3-52; Shaw, B.D. 
1990. ‘Bandit highlands and lowland peace: the mountains of Isauria-
Cilicia.’ JESHO 33:199-233.  
2 Hobsbawm, E.J. 1959. Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in 
the 19th and 20th Centuries. Manchester; Hobsbawm, E.J. 1969. Bandits. London; 
Hobsbawm, E.J. 1972. ‘Social Bandits: A Reply.’ CSSH 14:503-5. 
3 Koliopoulos, J.S. 1987. Brigands with a Cause: Brigandage and Irredentism in Modern 
Greece 1821-1912. Oxford. 
4 Blok, A. 1974. The Mafia of a Sicilian Village, 1860-1960: A Study of Violent Peasant Entre-
preneurs, State and Revolution. Oxford. 
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When we look to transfer these insights into our studies of the Ancient 
World, we become critically aware of the poverty of our ethnographic 
material. Perhaps the closest parallels to modern instances come in John 
Hilton’s piece on the boukoloi of Egypt. Hilton’s argument shows that the 
boukoloi are constructed within a realistic environmental framework of the 
Egyptian Delta. The association of the boukoloi with a revolt in the 170s CE 
provided this rural group with sufficient momentary notoriety that their 
activities were recorded by Cassius Dio.  Katherine Blouin’s archaeological 
survey work in the Delta and the papyri from the city of Thmouis, which 
were almost certainly carbonised when the tax office was burnt down 
during the revolt, provide us with a wealth of sociological and environ-
mental data that is almost impossible to parallel for other ancient bandit 
groups.5  These bandits came to figure in the Greek novels in a literary usage 
which I would like to locate in Alexandria.6  

We must also ask ourselves what we are looking at. The literariness in 
itself offers some parallels with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literary 
representations. Yet the Egyptian bandit never emerges as heroic in these 
novels and is instead a source of peril and ‘otherness’. The archaeology and 
papyrology provide context for a revolt in the Mendesian nome. That revolt 
seems to be the result of what might have been relatively short-term 
economic issues, plague, and a heavy-handed Roman administrative re-
sponse. The revolt comes to be associated with herders, a recognisable group 
for whom there may have been a long preceding history of marginality. 
These boukoloi were associated with a range of transgressive behaviours, 
culminating in cannibalism. One imagines that after the revolt many social 
agents were rather glad to have the distant, marginal boukoloi to blame. 
Conversely, it seems unlikely that a poor marginal group alone could fuel a 
revolt of sufficient size to require significant Roman military intervention.  

The revolt of the boukoloi would seem to encompass precisely the slippery 
nature of bandit and pirate activity. At one point it looks like customary, 
bandit activity identified with a socially and economically marginal group; 
at another, it looks like a widespread revolt crossing various sectors of local 
society; at another still, it looks like a literary convention, not quite the 
Roman elite male poet playing at a being a poor shepherd (as discussed by 
Harrison), but something close.  

The various contributions focus on different elements of this puzzle. 
More literary approaches uncover the broadly moralising stance of the 

 
5 Blouin, K. 2014. Triangular Landscapes: Environment, Society, and the State in the Nile 
Delta under Roman Rule (Oxford Studies on the Roman Economy). Oxford. 
6 Alston, R. 1999. ‘The revolt of the boukoloi: geography, history and myth.’ In Keith 
Hopwood (ed.), Organised Crime in the Ancient World, 129–53. London.  
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authors. Political approaches locate predation in its structural relations with 
the state. It is often members of the political elite or their associates who 
defined whether piratical activity was legitimate or outlawed. Less obvious, 
in large part because of the nature of our source material, is the perspective 
of the individual or small group who made a living from plundering and 
appropriation.  

The earliest chronological focus comes in Richardson’s paper on the ‘se-
gaz’ in Bronze Age Mesopotamia. Bandits in this period have literary associ-
ations, being connected to a fragmentation of the state and seen as solitary 
anti-social figures. The ‘se-gaz’ though appear to have been a labouring 
group, possibly itinerant, possibly herders, who were recruited into militias. 
There is a question as to whether they had political and administrative hier-
archies (an ‘overseer’). Such groups prospered in periods when local ‘war-
lords’ created micro-states that required localized military forces. At such 
times the difference between soldiers of a fragmented state and of a bandit-
chief was probably not obvious.  

We might derive from Richardson’s paper a model of localised political 
powers and strong men that might scale up into state structures. Such a 
model might fit with razzia-type activities in which a normally settled or 
semi-nomadic group would occasionally be driven by necessity or presented 
with the opportunity to engage in low-intensity warfare. Necessity would 
emerge in times of economic uncertainty. Opportunities would be provided 
at moments of political stress. It is tempting to see the Homeric heroes as 
condottieri, bandit-kings raiding and pillaging their neighbours when 
opportunity arose. The Iliad is, after all, centred on honour measured in the 
appropriation of goods and people. Local strongmen exploiting small 
regional centres is a resilient and basic political structure that we might 
expect to see replicated in numerous situations. As Richardson points out, 
such local political structures can be integrated with larger state structures. 
What emerges is a sense that a pillaging group might be a normal social unit 
in antiquity, shifting from ‘legitimate’ to ‘illegitimate’ status depending on 
relations with political authorities.  

One might argue that much ancient warfare was pillaging and appro-
priation. Archaic military activity looks like raiding. Archaic armies engaged 
not so much in conquest as appropriation, certainly with the aim of enrich-
ing the soldiers and their communities, but perhaps also with the intent of 
degrading the economic capabilities of their rivals. ‘Strongmen’ who could 
command military allegiance and reward followers emerged as political 
leaders.  

This stratum of small-scale appropriation and localized conflicts likely 
continued into the Hellenistic and Republican periods, often without much 
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attention from the antique historians. Roman Roth’s chapter explores the 
relationship of piracy and early Roman colonization. He sees the maritime 
colonies as a way of organizing the defence and exploitation of the coastal 
region and points to a certain ambiguity in the activities of those colonies 
(coastal defence, trade, or piracy). Accommodating the maritime colonies 
into a model of colonies as not merely military expansion, but also as 
economic exploitation is attractive, and it is plausible that Rome’s later 
deprecation of maritime raiding involved a convenient rewriting of an 
earlier history of predation.  

Roth’s suggestion that traders might in certain circumstances become 
pirates fits with a razzia-type model in which trade, banditry, and military 
service are intermixed. Undoubtedly, pirates would have to trade their 
proceeds and thus engage in ‘legitimate’ activities. Perhaps one of the 
missing elements of the volume is a consideration of how the complexities 
of the Mediterranean economy and especially the slave markets provided 
the retail opportunities that encouraged piratical activity. Trade and piracy 
could be seen as related elements of an economic system. Rather than 
understanding piracy as a symptom of disorder, it could, in certain circum-
stances, reflect economic complexities and opportunities. 

Beek also points to a Roman double standard in relation to pirates and 
mercenaries. He notes that the Romans made no use of mercenary forces 
and suggests that they characterized mercenary groups as pirates. This 
justified the suppression of peoples in areas known to produce mercenaries 
(Cilicia and Crete) outside the context of state-level conflict. Whether or not 
we see campaigns against perceived piratical groups as an insidious strategy 
to degrade the potential military resources of rival Hellenistic powers, 
Beek’s argument points to potential difficulties in distinguishing between 
conflicts among states and between states and ‘pirates’. This becomes par-
ticularly evident in a context in which states launched predatory raids on 
their neighbours and pirate fleets and mercenary armies were made up of 
the same individuals. Rome’s actions in the Eastern Mediterranean become, 
in Beek’s analysis, less the intervention of a regional policeman, dragged 
into the conflict for the good of all, than those of an aggressive imperial 
power seeking opportunities to extend their reach. Modern analogies are 
evident.  

Evans’s discussion also explores this ambiguity between state and 
mercenary troops. He examines the reliance of the tyrants of Syracuse on 
mercenary power. His primary explanation is political: the tyrants relied on 
mercenaries rather than a local militia since they wished to avoid empower-
ing local constituencies. The reliance on mercenaries created a fiscal issue: 
they needed paying. Evans sees raids on rich neighbours as providing the 
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necessary resources. The fiscal requirements of mercenary armies and 
political and cultural dislocation allowed the pillaging of temples, which 
were, of course, convenient collection points for local wealth. Evans sees 
such raids as symptomatic of the divisions and decline of the Hellenistic 
world and the line between mercenary and pirate is in this instance near 
invisible, as is the difference between inter-state warfare and piratical raid-
ing.  

One wonders whether the economic argument might be pushed further. 
The economic advantage of mercenaries is that they did not require the 
Syracusan state to repurpose its labour force for conflict. Also, the costs of 
maintaining the soldiers could be managed. For Hellenistic kingdoms, it 
seems very likely that the military was their largest budgetary outlay. 
Having soldiers only when you needed them must have had considerable 
advantages, in addition to the political one of the kings and tyrants not 
having to negotiate with citizens to raise an armed force. That the mercen-
aries could be redeployed either as freebooters or directed against one’s 
potential enemies was a further bonus. Given the training necessary to fight 
in the Hellenistic armies, one might regard the rise of mercenary forces as a 
sign of the increasing sophistication of the states and economies. One might 
also add that the availability of forces is in itself a sign of economic sophisti-
cation since individuals could make a living as professional soldiers in a 
career that might encompass mercenary service and piratical activity.  

Evans’s account focuses our attention on the relationship between the 
state and mercenaries, and underlying economic and social structures. 
Trundle explores the same territory with a consideration of fourth-century 
Athens. Taking the controversial position that Athens operated in a manner 
akin to a nation state, he associates increasing economic sophistication with 
the rise of the mercenary. Yet the rise of the monetarized economy coin-
cided with a decline in state power, which meant that the Athenian state 
was unable to persuade its men into military service and support them 
financially therein. One questions whether such changes reflect a decline in 
state power or merely a shift in the political and economic capabilities that 
made it preferable for the state to call on mercenary or at least non-
Athenian military forces. What was so wrong in having non-citizens do your 
fighting?  

I wonder, perhaps because of my own focus, quite how much the histor-
ical example and moral thinking of Rome influences our judgements. Within 
the Hellenistic world, Rome seems the unusual power. With very large 
reserves of manpower and what appears to have been a relatively poor 
citizen population, Rome was able to put large citizen armies into the field 
on an annual basis. The dependence of soldiers on military service for an 
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income and the economic benefits of predation meant that the Roman state 
could rely on a willing citizenry to meet ambitious military requirements.  

Rome funded its army and dealt with some of its structural economic 
issues through appropriation. Allowing for the near subsistence pay of 
soldiers, Rome could maintain large citizen armies at minimal cost and thus 
had no need for mercenary armies. Appropriation allowed the Roman state 
to reward citizens and stave off crises of poverty through extensive land 
settlement programmes, and the flow of capital into the city undoubtedly 
boosted economic activity. Rome’s subsequent growth, based on the in-
corporation of neighbours and their provision of military resource to the 
Rome state, further lessened the economic burdens of Rome’s military 
adventurism. One might think, then, that Rome’s behaviour differed little 
from that of other contemporary Mediterranean states other than in their 
reliance on domestic troops.  

In subsequent and indeed modern accounts, ideas around the rule of law 
in interstate relations and state monopolies of violence transformed Rome’s 
peculiarity into both a normative state practice and a manifestation of moral 
superiority that has been carried through into modernity.  

The moral reading of categories of mercenary and bandit feeds into 
several of the papers. Hilton’s boukoloi, for instance, are de-civilized in their 
revolt and the economic hardships and political authoritarianism evident 
from the papyri are subsumed by wild and colourful stories of marshmen 
herders. De Marre’s consideration of the female Circumcellions also shows a 
multiply transgressive group. Her article points to ancient hints at a socio-
logical basis for the group in itinerants in Roman North Africa. It should 
come as no surprise that itinerant women were not able to develop the nor-
mative familial relationship of their richer settled neighbours. It is again 
painfully familiar that marginal groups become subject to elite moral cen-
sure. Politics, sociology, and literature, and perhaps theology, combined to 
demean the women of the group in diverse ways and thus reinforce the 
boundaries between the Circumcellions and respectable society.  

At the heart of these distinctions is the issue of political and cultural 
power and the ability of the powerful to appropriate and ascribe sociological 
and political labels. Such control over the ‘truth’ appears in McAuley’s con-
sideration of foundation myths in the ‘Greek’ cities of the Seleucid regime. 
McAuley stresses the often racialized and Orientalizing terms in which these 
settlements have been discussed, showing the imposition of cultural cat-
egories by empowered Occidental scholars. Her article shifts to analyse the 
complexity of ancient cultural appropriations. She shows that the appro-
priation of foundation myths was a function of a complex process of engage-
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ment between the Seleucids, local communities, and wider cultural com-
munities. In that engagement, the power to appropriate mythic origins was 
established and the ‘truth’ of those myths affirmed. McAuley demonstrates 
how cultural discourses are deeply embedded in issues of political power.  

We see similar rhetoric in the reception articles. MacDonald and 
Bingham point to the way in which the communities of North Africa were 
marginalized through an association with banditry and piracy. In a very 
Roman move, such associations justified repeated imperial interventions in 
the modern era and the colonization and European suppression of local 
societies. The imperial paradox of state appropriation to stop localized ap-
propriation was evidently a useful trope across the ages.  

Finally, we come to Rider Haggard’s Alan Quartermaine as discussed by 
Liliana Carrick-Tappeiner. Whatever weight we give to the katabasis imagery 
as a Classical reception, there is no doubt that such stories explore a colonial 
dynamic of descent. In King Solomon’s Mines, the horror of colonial katabasis 
is overcome by the White hyper-masculine hero. Yet, Quartermaine is to 
some extent the pirate-mercenary, a freebooter reinforcing his masculinity 
through unconventional adventure. In my view, the partner text here would 
be Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, in which the true horror lies not in the 
marginal and ‘barbarian other’ but nearer to home, in the black souls of the 
pillaging, piratical imperial men killing their way through the Congo: im-
perial hero or predator is a matter of positioning.  

The collection then leads us into moral, sociological, and political com-
plexities. Piracy, pillage, and plunder are far from straightforward issues in 
antiquity and its modern reception. The articles show that we need to 
position piratical activities within particular moral discourses and socio-
economic and political circumstances. Social categories of bandit, mercen-
ary and soldier were not fixed but were always loaded with meaning and 
those so labelled likely moved between categories as circumstances allowed 
and the political powers permitted.  
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