How important was farming
(socially, economically, politically, and culturally) for a Greek polis?

For almost all Greek poleis farming and agriculture were the economic base, as well as the
main economic activities, for all citizens. It has been estimated that in the fifth to third
centuries BC up to 90 per cent of citizens in a polis would have been involved in agriculture.1
As such farming was central to the social, cultural and political structure of the polis, and all
of these aspects were intertwined entities.2 Access to land was critical to physical, social and
political survival for most people in the ancient world, and commerce and agriculture were
vital to a functioning polis.3

4

It is impossible to think of the economy of the Greek polis

without also thinking of the social aspects, and the same for the political and cultural aspects.
Farming was an intrinsic activity for almost all Greeks, whatever their status or social
standing, and all would have been involved in some way, whether it was farming their own
land, having slaves farm their land, or even leasing their land to others.
Due to the Mediterranean climate, there were a number of crops that grew particularly
well throughout Greece and therefore formed the base of the average diet. These included
grains, which were a crucial staple of the Mediterranean diet, olives, vines for wine, and other
crops that would have been grown to support income as well as for diversity in food. These
included nuts, such as almonds and walnuts, figs, beans, and lentils.5 As well as crops, many
farmers would increase their use of the land by grazing animals such as goats and sheep,
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especially if they had steep hilly plots that they could not afford to terrace.6 Agriculture was
intensive and all members of the family, alongside slaves if they were considered cost
effective, would have been involved; additionally, so would hire workers if the landowner
had enough land to justify this. As well as being intensive, farming was an incredibly risky
venture, especially with the temperamental weather patterns in the Mediterranean. There are
many examples of failed crops due to lack of rainfall or other mitigating circumstances, and
poleis would try to combat famine by storing extra crops, importing crops in years of bad
harvests or finding ways of extra income in order to buy the crops needed to survive another
year. In addition to agriculture, pasture of animals was also integral to the polis. Sacrifice was
an intrinsic part of the polis life both socially and culturally, and the animals had to be reared
in order to appease the Gods. Goats and sheep were the most commonly sacrificed as they
were the dominant livestock due to the less arable nature of the land in a lot of the Greek
countryside. The animals would have then been sold to citizens, in an attempt to appease the
gods and to add some variety to the diet of many citizens, as meat was not something that
would have been wasted.7
Farming and trade were intrinsically linked in the ancient world, and there were
various ways a farmer could go about trading excess crops, especially grain. The ‘diversity of
natural resources in the ancient world made trade a necessity’: no polis had everything they
needed and therefore trade was the easiest way to ensure they could survive.8 One method
would be trade in the market place of the main centre of the polis, between neighbours. This
could have been done through bartering for crops that were needed, or exchanging for coins,
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something which many poleis established in the sixth to fifth centuries B.C.9 This type of
trade was important socially, for establishing a sense of community between neighbours, also
economically, by bringing in extra income that could be invested back into the land or saved
to prepare for times when harvests were not as bountiful.10 Another way farmers could trade
was by selling their crops to merchants who would then export these crops, searching for
places that perhaps had bad harvests, but also that had a commodity that could be transported
back, so as not to waste a return trip. Most poleis at some point would have to import grain,
especially due to bad harvest, but for the most part were not dependent on grain imports,
apart from a select few states such as Athens.11 Demosthenes states that the Athenians
imported 400,000 medimnoi of grain a year from the Black Sea region alone, but Sicily and
Egypt were also large suppliers.12 Farming was important for Greek poleis as it helped, via
trade, to build relations politically with other states. Inscriptions, such as the one from Cyrene
dating from around 330 B.C., show how they enforced political alliances by directly
exporting excess crops across the Greek world. Their export of crops, that may or may not
have been given for free, totalled over 800,000 medimnoi of grain, which Rhodes and
Osborne estimate being worth roughly 400-700 talents.13
For Greeks the ideal was a life as a free landowner able to provide for themselves and
their family. Even early sources such as Homer and Hesiod understood that agriculture was
central to a civilised life, and later sources such as Aristotle and Xenophon placed farmers
and agriculture above artisans and crafts in their importance to the polis.14 In fact, Xenophon
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went so far as to praise agriculture as the mother of all sciences, arts and civilisation.15 In
Homer, land is used in every form, for agriculture; including for vegetables, grains, and
produce-bearing trees, as well as for pasture, a criterion on which Homer used to establish
wealth.16 As such farming was a tradition for Greeks, a tradition that had been passed down
through the years and as such was fundamental to the success of the polis. Most poleis were
started as small farms and villages that eventually decided it would be mutually beneficial if
they established a defensible territory and social centre. This is called synoecism – which
literally means ‘settling together’. Although many inhabitants of the polis would have to walk
to the town, it provided security, community and access to trade and goods. These is even
written about by Homer, as Austin and Vidal-Naquet tell us, and are shown to be primitive
forms of the polis known in the Classical period.17
Farming became a status symbol for many states, an activity at which they were so
good that it became synonymous with their name, or was used as a symbol to recognise the
state. One such example is that of Metapontum, a colony in the South of Italy that was known
for its fertile land. It used an ear of corn on its coinage as a way of showing that they were
proud of their grain production and exports. In this way farming was as much a part of their
culture, as it was important to the people of Metapontum as a defining feature of their polis.18
Metapontum was set up for agriculture, shown through the layout of the city itself, discovered
through aerial photographs. It has been estimated that Metapontum had approximately 700
farms within an area of 6,500 ha. Although it cannot be assured that all of these were
inhabited at the same time, there is still a high proportion of habitation that is not centralized
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to the main town of the polis.19 Another way that Metapontum showed that farming was
important economically, but also culturally, to the polis was by sending a ‘golden harvest’ to
Delphi, which probably came in the form of a golden ear of grain; the city’s emblem.20 This
was a very public declaration, and would have been done to show other states that they were
accomplished and proud of their agrarian heritage.
Culturally, religion was another way that poleis showed that farming was important to
them. The Greeks had many gods and goddesses that were related to farming. They would
hold festivals, make sacrifices and build temples to these gods and goddesses to ensure that
they were pleased and therefore would provide a good harvest. Demeter, goddess of fertility
and cereal crops, and Dionysus, god of wine, were two of the most important deities
worshipped with regards to agriculture. Demeter was particularly worshipped in Eleusis in
Attica; the Athenians claimed that she had revealed to them the secret of agriculture there,
and that they had graciously shared it. To them, this agricultural tradition was of great
cultural importance and was a proud symbol for their polis. The worship of Dionysus was
much wilder, as one might expect from the god of wine, but it is hard to say to what extent he
was worshipped within the polis. Dionysus was seen as a god who sent women mad and who
was worshipped by the ‘maenads’. His lack of a polis may have helped reinforce the ‘wild’
nature of the god.21 Another important goddess in regards to agriculture is Persephone. She
was the daughter of Demeter and goddess of the grain but her importance came in the way
she was used to explain the seasons. It is said that Hades kidnapped and married her and after
eating a pomegranate from the underworld, she was required to stay for a third of the year,
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explaining to Greek farmers the seasons in which nothing grew.22 The women of a poleis
commemorated this with a festival called the Thesmophoria, which was female only and
dedicated to Demeter and Persephone. It was a mandatory event for married women, proving
to be very culturally and socially important.23 Festivals, as Aristotle tells us, usually occurred
after the harvest as this coincided best with the agrarian calendar in terms of leisure time.
These festivals would have used animals and food grown during the season as sacrifices and
offerings, as well as during processions, whilst also celebrating the harvest as a community.
Socially, they were incredibly important for the people and helped to keep the tradition of
farming alive within a community. 24
For farming to take place, a polis had to ensure that there was enough land to go
around and distribution of land varied from state to state. At some point, it is thought that
most states would have divided up the land equally between citizens. Ownership of land was
often the foundation of a citizen’s rights, although this was often reversed in that being a
citizen became justification to a claim of land ownership.25 However, over time, through
inheritance and marriage, land plots would have been divided, decreased and spread out. A
man may own one plot of land that he inherited from his father, and another in a completely
different area of the polis due to the dowry he received when he married. There were both
benefits and problems with this concept to a landowner. If their land was spread over the
poleis, they had a better chance of a successful harvest, and by growing different crops
harvesting these would not be a problem. However, if a man’s land was constantly divided
for inheritance and dowry, he risked his plot becoming so small that he could not support
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himself or his family and therefore would be reduced to poverty.26 However, it was possible
to rent land from people or establishments that had a surplus. One example we have of this is
an inscription of a lease for the land of a temple in Arkesine, on the island of Amorgos. It
details all the conditions a tenant must fulfil in order to ensure that the land is kept in a good
condition, and also that they get the most out of the land.27 For some farmers, this would have
been a better solution, a way of ensuring that they had enough land to remain self-sufficient.
Land ownership and leasing was economically important but also culturally, as shown
through this example. The rent given to the temple would have gone straight back into the
state and/or the temple itself.28
Those who had extra land, however, may not always have leased it out and many
would have preferred to buy slaves to work the land for them. Land ownership had the
greatest value politically, socially, and as a status symbol. In many states the majority of the
land was controlled by the rich and influential. Slavery was a large part of agriculture and
was used over almost all of the ancient world as a cheap workforce.29 Although some Greek
workers would have hired themselves out for work, most free citizens avoided this due to the
connotations of slavery that accompanied this work; for them it was an ‘obligation to
maintain an independence of occupation … and at all costs to avoid seeming to work in a
“slavish” way for another’.30 Weinemann mentions that despite many influential Greeks
having slaves, they were ‘hostile to those who traded in them’, and Herodotus tells us how
many slaves were kidnapped freedmen. He mentions especially the cases of eunuchs, who
were often kidnapped as young, attractive boys and castrated before being sold to non-
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Greeks.31 Xenophon, in particular, believed that slaves were important for agriculture and that
agriculture was important to men who aspired to greatness:

So if you are going to be a good farmer, you must make your workers cooperative and willing to obey you; and when you lead men against an enemy
you must try to achieve this too, by giving rewards to those who behave as
brave men should, and punishing those who lack discipline.32

In this way, Xenophon helps us understand how slaves played a role in the importance of
farming to a Greek polis. Farming was a way a man could learn how to be a leader and
successfully take control if he wished his endeavours to succeed. Since there was little time to
train for war, farming was a way that citizens could combine their training with their
livelihood, and this enabled the polis to ensure that it was ready for warfare, and remain a
significant political power.
Sparta is an example of a polis that successfully used slaves as their primary
workforce, but also embodied this concept, and therefore not only excelled at agriculture, but
also at warfare.33 The Spartan state was built on farming, and without it, it would not have
become the state we know it as. In the eighth century B.C., the Spartans enslaved their
neighbours in Messenia and took their land, re-branding them ‘helots’: serf like workers who
were bound to the land and forced to pay a quota of their produce to their Spartan masters. 34
Since coinage and most forms of economic activity were banned in Sparta, this was
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practically the only way they could ensure they had enough food to ensure self-sufficiency.
This use of helots to farm, which supported the state, meant that the Spartans could spend
their time training and ensuring they were in peak physical condition, ready for war at any
moment. However, Cartledge tells us that the very existence of Sparta ‘was constantly
menaced by the helots’, and that Sparta’s stability was undermined by the helots and ‘shot
through with aggressive competitiveness and constant, sometimes unbearable tension at all
levels’.35 Helots were both a blessing and a curse for Sparta, providing a workforce that
would take the agricultural and economic problems away but that also required constant
supervision and subduing if they were to avoid rebellion, something that had problems with
in the fifth century B.C. especially. For the polis of Sparta as a whole, helots were important
to farming, which in turn was important socially, politically, culturally and economically to
the survival of Sparta as a military state with significant power in the Greek world.

In conclusion, farming was important to the Greek polis is a number of ways. Politically, it
helped increase foreign relations through trade, and helped enforce alliances through this
trade. Farming also helped provide for the state as a whole; leasing land from the state and
paying taxes ensured that the polis could grow, with the money being used for festivals,
buildings and the military. This in turn helped to increase the sense of polis community.
Socially, farming increased the sense of community and farmer-citizens would have been
willing to die to preserve their freedom and ‘ancestral earth’.36 Furthermore, without farming
and the original inhabitants of a polis’ territory, the polis would never have come into being.
It was only through social agreement that it would be mutually beneficial to form a centre to
a territory that the polis truly came into being, and farming was instrumental in this.
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Culturally, farming was influence by religion, and vice versa as religion incorporated the
agrarian calendar, made use of sacrifices grown by citizens of the polis, and celebrated that
which grew in Greece with patron gods and goddesses of grain and wine, two of Greece’s
largest grown crops. Most importantly, farming was economically essential to a polis.
Without farming, the polis would never have been able to sustain itself. Self-sufficiency was
the aim of every polis, and provided a common aim, but it was the economic factors of
farming that truly helped it to thrive and flourish, as well as uniting a polis in a common goal.
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