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Introduction




[ἀπαρχαὶ ℎαίδε χορὶς χ]σ̣ύμ̣[πασαι παρ]ὰ τ͂ον ℎελλ[ενοτ]αμῖον ℎ[οῖς ․․․7․․․]

[․․․7․․․ ἐγραμμάτευ]ε πρ[͂ο]τ[αι τοῖσι] τριάκο[ντα ἀπ]εφάνθεσαν [τ͂ει θε͂οι]

[τ͂ο χσυμμαχικ͂ο φόρο ἐ]πὶ Ἀρίσ̣[τονος] ἄρχοντος Ἀ[θεν]αίοις μνᾶ ἀ[πὸ τ͂ο ταλ]-

[άντο]·

These first-fruits, all separately, were the first to be declared to the Thirty by the Hellenotamiai to whom [----] was secretary for the goddess from the allied tribute in the archonship of Ariston at Athens, one mina per talent.

Athenian tribute quota list, 454/3 bc1




0.1 A Familiar Monument of a Familiar Empire?


In 454 bc, the Athenian Acropolis still bore the scars of the Persian sack of almost three decades before. No monumental structures had been built since the archaic temples and treasuries had been destroyed by the Persians, and their remains buried by the Athenians on their return to the city.2 It would only be at the beginning of the subsequent decade that the familiar architecture of the Parthenon would start to rise in the sanctuary, then the Propylaia, the Erechtheion, and Athena Nike temple.3 There were a handful of public inscriptions, some private dedications, but the Acropolis was not yet the epigraphic forest of the later classical period.

It was in this sparse sacred landscape that a massive marble block of over 3.5 metres in height, quarried from nearby Mount Pentele, was erected (see Figure 0.1). Only a few constituent blocks of the Parthenon would ever rival its size.4 At the top of one side, a list of numbers and names under a heading was inscribed. The names were the communities who had contributed tribute to the Athenians that year. Tribute was a key way in which the Athenians’ presence was felt in the communities under their control, the one aspect of Athenian power emphasized by Thucydides in his description of its origins after the Graeco-Persian Wars.5 The numbers recorded the one-sixtieth portion taken by the Athenians from each community’s tribute contribution and dedicated to Athena as the aparchai or first-fruits, thereby implicating these cities in the worship of the Athenians’ own goddess.



[image: image]
Figure 0.1 Reconstruction of the first stone (lapis primus) of the tribute quota lists. ΕΜ 6647 + 13453. Epigraphic Museum, Athens. © Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Hellenic Organization of Cultural Resources Development (H.O.C.RE.D.).





This huge stone, or stele, would have been one of the most conspicuous monuments on the Acropolis, relatively empty compared to earlier and later years. It had religious significance: as a monument in the sacred space of the sanctuary, it can perhaps be regarded as a dedication in itself, not just a record of dedications.6 It was also a publicly accessible account in the public space of this democratic city. It showed that the Hellenotamiai, the magistrates in charge of tribute, had passed the correct dedications over to the auditors (logistai). But perhaps most of all, it was a strong declaration of Athenian ambition, even to an illiterate viewer. The stone’s expanse of uninscribed white marble was an emphatic statement through absence: there would be future dedications, future tribute contributions, and no end to Athenian power.7

Fourteen years later, all the surfaces of this first stone (hence its modern name, the lapis primus) had been filled, and another monumental slab of marble was erected for the inscription of the dedications.8 When this stone too was fully inscribed, smaller stelai were used.9 Across these stones, thousands of entries were recorded, listing dedications taken from communities from the Aegean and beyond. Even as the Acropolis was adorned with monumental architecture and numerous inscriptions, at least to some extent funded with the revenues derived from tribute,10 the lapis primus would continue to stand out. It was the largest inscribed stone ever erected by the Athenians, for all their epigraphic productivity.

By 1927—two and a half millennia after its construction—more than 180 fragments of the lapis primus had been found on or near the Acropolis. The first fragments were published in the decades after the end of Ottoman rule and the foundation of the modern Greek state in 1821, when the antiquities of Athens began to be systematically studied. Now, the whole stele was to be reconstructed, the fragments ordered and set in plaster with iron supports. It is this reconstruction that still dominates the wonderful Epigraphic Museum in Athens, giving a sense of the original appearance of the monument.

The reconstruction was undertaken by a team of scholars, including Benjamin Meritt, Malcolm McGregor, and Theodore Wade-Gery, who would go on to publish a new edition of the text on the stele, along with the other tribute quota lists, in the four suitably monumental volumes of the Athenian Tribute Lists, hereafter referred to as ATL (see Figure 0.2).11 Theirs was an extraordinary endeavour, but one that contributed to a particular scholarly outlook. By the third volume of the ATL, the editors had formed a linear narrative of the growth of Athenian power from a league of allies to an oppressive empire, in which the lists, other epigraphic evidence, and the literary sources—that is to say, primarily Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War—were woven together, and missing text in the inscriptions reconstructed in support. This process resulted in what Lisa Kallet has called ‘a near-seamless picture of the Athenian empire’, where many aspects of its development and operation were neatly explained, mostly in terms of Athenian imposition of obligations on allied communities.12 The view of the editors of the ATL became the orthodox interpretation not only of the lists, but of Athenian power more broadly; it dominated twentieth-century scholarship, providing a convincingly complete narrative that is familiar to many scholars and students of the ancient Greek world. The lapis primus, along with Thucydides, was the most familiar monument of this familiar empire.



[image: image]
Figure 0.2 Drawing of the first stone (lapis primus) of the tribute quota lists, ATL 1 plate 1. Reprinted with the kind permission of the American School for Classical Studies in Athens.





Due to its fragmentary state, such a complete restoration of the lapis primus is misleading. And due to the limited and heterogeneous nature of the sources, we cannot hope to write such a complete history of Athenian imperial power in the fifth century bc. But the lapis primus does exist, just in fragmentary form. We now need to remember its ‘strangeness’ and the ‘strangeness’ of the power that created it, to borrow Robert Parker’s apt term.13 This massive stone was an exceptional monument, the product of a new mode of interaction and exploitation in the Greek world. For the historian, it is an invaluable resource: it not only sheds light on Athenian power and its sophisticated fiscal system, but also provides unparalleled evidence for the economic potential of smaller Greek communities in the fifth century,14 many of which would not now be otherwise known (see Figure 0.3 for a detailed image of one of the lists).15



[image: image]
Figure 0.3 Squeeze (paper mould) of a fragment of a tribute quota list from 442/41 bc (IG I3 270). Printed with the kind permission of the Center for Epigraphical and Palaeographical Studies, Ohio State University.





The tribute quota lists—the surviving fragments, not the ATL reconstructions—will be some of the key sources analysed in this book. Moving away from the purely diachronic, empirical historiography and the centralized, hierarchical approaches favoured in twentieth-century scholarship, I will offer a new understanding of Athenian power: one of negotiation, flexibility, and the potential for the assertion of allied agency. I do not deny, of course, that the Athenians were often ruthless in their use of force and coercion, and in their focus on exploitation. But, for a new imperial power in the ancient Aegean, faced with the realities of limited communication and a small number of personnel, it was necessary for the Athenians to be flexible and to enter into dialogue with the communities and individuals under their control.

Based on close analysis of Athenian epigraphic and literary sources, I will argue that the Athenians were aware of the potential benefits of such a negotiated approach, perhaps more so as the century drew on. But I will also move away from exclusive focus on Athens, and Athenian evidence. Through comparison of the Athenian presence in three contested Aegean regions, I will demonstrate that Athenian power was formed of similar but locally differentiated manifestations, which elicited varied allied responses. Throughout this monograph, I will be aware of the limitations of possible analysis, given the lacunose and heterogeneous evidence. Nonetheless, new analysis is not only possible, but even necessary.

As I write this, classicists and historians of the ancient Mediterranean, as part of a wider societal reckoning with the contemporary legacies of past empires and exploitation, are asking what shape our discipline should take in future years. Some question whether it should continue to exist at all, given its inextricable ties to colonial and European supremacist ideologies.16 New approaches to Athenian power, I believe, should be an important part of a disciplinary reassessment. The dominant orthodoxy of twentieth-century scholarship on this canonical topic is not only misleadingly complete, but conditioned by sometimes latent, sometimes explicit, colonialist and western-centric attitudes. While fresh empirical analysis of the fifth-century sources should be at the centre of any new approach, broader disciplinary and interdisciplinary conversations about imperial power and exploitation can also play a role in shaping a postcolonial study of the Athenian empire. Before I lay out the framework of this monograph in more detail, then, a fuller overview of past scholarship on Athenian power is necessary, as is an explanation of how scholarship on other empires can lead to fruitful new lines of enquiry.


0.2 Two Centuries of Scholarship on the Athenian Empire


Scholarship on Athenian power did not begin in the twentieth century, of course. Thucydides has always been read, and formal examinations of Athenian power began in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.17 Interest in Athenian power accelerated as the inscriptions attesting to its operation emerged in the first half of the nineteenth century and were published by Greek archaeologists such as Kyriakos Pittakys and Alexandros Rangavis;18 they were collected in Kirchhoff’s 1873 Corpus Inscriptionum Atticarum.19 The groundwork for twentieth-century scholarship began to be laid with systematic consideration of this epigraphic material, for example by Köhler, who explored what evidence inscriptions could provide for the mechanisms of Athenian power.20 The published version of Wilamowitz-Moellendorff’s 1880 birthday address to the Kaiser—Von des attischen Reiches Herrlichkeit—includes a final section on the decree for Chalkis.21 As the occasion for Wilamowitz’s analysis could not make more clear, the perspectives of these nineteenth-century scholars were informed by their particular colonial and political contexts.

This influence endured in twentieth-century scholarly approaches to Athenian power. In Britain, apologetic analysis of Athenian power continued to be tied in closely with attitudes towards the British Empire.22 Across the Atlantic, the perception of Athens as the origin of western (i.e. American) culture and democracy was a key influence on historians, a prime example being Bonner’s 1933 Aspects of Athenian Democracy.23

The early twentieth century, in line with broader historiographical trends, also saw explicitly economic examinations of Athenian power, as in Bonner’s earlier article, ‘The commercial policy of imperial Athens’.24 Cornford’s 1907 monograph on Thucydides includes analysis of the Megarian decrees and Athens’s western policy, while Grundy’s 1911 contribution contains a chapter on the economic background to the Periklean democracy and the Athenian empire.25 There was, however, no single scholarly orthodoxy.

The basis for the general twentieth-century understanding of Athenian power was set with the publication of the four volumes of the Athenian Tribute Lists from 1939.26 These provided an authoritative reconstruction of the tribute quota lists, in line with the editors’ understanding of fifth-century Athenian history. Working with the lists is difficult and technical, so scholars without epigraphic expertise became reliant on the editors’ interpretation when accessing this crucial evidence.27

The editors also considered other inscriptions in these volumes and in supplementary articles, Meritt in particular.28 They were influential proponents of the dating of fifth-century Attic inscriptions on the basis of letter forms. Most fifth-century Athenian inscriptions cannot be dated securely using internal evidence (such as through magistrate names), so historians have often turned to other criteria. The ATL editors, following a line of scholars dating back to Rangavis, saw the presence of a sigma with three bars (as opposed to four bars), along with a rho with a tail, as indicating a date before 447/6 bc, when the three-bar sigma appears in the tribute quota lists for the last time.29

With the help of inscriptions dated in this way, along with the restored tribute quota lists and Thucydides’ account—particularly his description of the growth of Athenian power during the Pentekontaetia (the fifty years between the Graeco-Persian and Peloponnesian Wars)30—a linear narrative of development was constructed, from an autonomous league of allies united against Persia to an oppressive Athenian empire by the middle of the century, then from a more moderate empire under the leadership of Perikles in the 440s (attested in inscriptions with the three-bar sigma), to a crueller power under the demagogue Kleon in the 420s (shown by inscriptions with the four-bar sigma).

Russell Meiggs contributed to the advancement of this narrative, first in a series of articles, and then in his masterful 1972 monograph, The Athenian Empire.31 Across the channel, Jacqueline de Romilly’s consideration of Athenian power under Perikles, Kleon, and Alkibiades successively constructed a not dissimilar narrative of progressive development.32

Moses Finley, following Max Weber, also influenced the way Athenian power was understood through his work on the ancient economy. He saw Athenian power as a purely political phenomenon, with economic motives existing only in the sphere of the individual.33 Following his lead, scholarship mostly left behind the explicitly economic approaches of the early twentieth century. It should be noted, however, that Finley bore no truck with some of the key preoccupations of other scholars such as the three-bar sigma, considered the dating of inscriptions to be ‘the subject of open controversy’.34

But Finley was limited by the same apologist understanding of Athenian power that influenced Meiggs. Thomas Harrison, in an excellent chapter, demonstrates how the discourse of British colonialism permeates both scholars’ work; for example, they both consider the advantages and disadvantages of Athenian power using the phrase ‘the balance-sheet of empire’, which originally was used in relation to India under British colonial rule.35

The ATL editors’ texts of the tribute quota lists, as well as of other documents, were carried over into the third edition of the first volume of Inscriptiones Graecae in 1981, edited by Meritt’s student David Lewis, where the fifth-century Athenian public documents are published. Lewis had previously collaborated with Meiggs to produce a more accessible guide to some of the more prominent inscriptions.36

There were other important voices, not least the Marxist historian Geoffrey de Ste. Croix, who applied twentieth-century concepts of class to the ancient world.37 For the most part, however, the ATL/Meiggs narrative was the dominant picture of Athenian power, at least in the anglophone academy. It was based on the integration of Thucydides and the epigraphic evidence, and created by a small number of scholars. It promoted a focus on narrative and linear development, and on Athens as the imperial centre. It contained little focused economic analysis. It was convincingly comprehensive, and it was hard to contest given that it was the same scholars both developing this understanding of Athenian power and publishing the inscriptions which attested to its operation.

This view did not go unchallenged. Harold Mattingly spent much of his career questioning the validity of the three-bar sigma as a dating criterion, albeit to aid his own linear historical interpretation and consequent later dating of many inscriptions.38 His views initially gained little traction. But an important article published in 1990 proved him right on the matter of the three-bar sigma; an interdisciplinary group of scholars used laser technology to read the archon (chief magistrate) name on the Athenian decree for Egesta, securely dating it to 418/17 bc even though it contained the letter form.39 This reading was subsequently confirmed through autopsy by one of the leading Athenian epigraphists of the post-ATL generation, Angelos Matthaiou.40 Stephen Tracy’s analysis of letter-cutters and letter styles then provided an even more decisive and systematic rebuttal.41

The dates of many inscriptions, once considered certain, were called into question, and thus also the narrative constructed around them. Scholars were made to ask what is left if the inscriptions cannot be securely dated and hence fitted into a Thucydidean framework.

Although there has been no new complete narrative of Athenian power to replace Meiggs, there has been exciting scholarship on Athenian power in the three decades since 1990, championing various approaches.42 A more sophisticated understanding of the ancient economy has been integrated into the study of Athenian power.43 Lucia Nixon and Simon Price, in an influential paper, extract economic data from the tribute quota lists,44 while Lisa Kallet and J. K. Davies trace the economic origins of Athenian power in the late archaic period.45 Alfonso Moreno offers a reassessment of the Athenian grain supply in the fifth and fourth centuries.46 Fresh conceptual frameworks have also been applied: Polly Low, among others, utilizes methodologies first developed in the field of international relations.47

In line with broader trends in ancient historical scholarship, there has been a move away from a centralized focus on Athens. Across the discipline, the new millennium has seen exploration of the dynamics of different regions in the interconnected Mediterranean, incorporating ecological and geographical approaches. Horden and Purcell’s elucidation of the ecologies of micro-regions connected to each other by the sea has been highly influential, as has Irad Malkin’s application of network theory to the archaic Greek world.48 In the spirit of Louis Robert, there have been new contributions to regional history, with acknowledgement of the broader Mediterranean context.49 Christy Constantakopoulou’s 2007 monograph applies such regional awareness to the fifth century, looking at Athenian power in the context of the Kyklades.50 Meanwhile, John Ma’s 2009 case study, a chapter in an important volume on the Athenian empire, zooms in on Athenian interaction with the small community of the Eteokarpathians on the island of Karpathos near Rhodes.51 Both contributions have been influential in the conceptualization of this book.52

There has also been much new scholarship on the epigraphic material, including the suggestion of alternative dates,53 new editions of texts,54 and fresh analysis.55 As mentioned above, the foremost authority on Athenian letter-cutters, Stephen Tracy, has provided an invaluable study of fifth-century Athenian decrees.56 The publication of Robin Osborne and P. J. Rhodes’s guide to fifth-century Greek inscriptions offers revised editions, translations, and commentaries of many key texts, with acknowledgement of the difficulties around dating.57 The work led by Stephen Lambert at Attic Inscriptions Online has illuminated an even greater range of Athenian inscriptions for a wide audience. There have also been important contributions to the study of Thucydides, from Lisa Kallet’s economic analysis to Simon Hornblower’s commentaries;58 and numismatic evidence has increasingly been integrated into the broader historical picture.59

Despite these new directions in scholarship on fifth-century Athenian power, The Athenian Tribute Lists and Meiggs’s The Athenian Empire are still a first point of reference on the subject for many scholars. Some of the same preoccupations are still to be found, including apologist consideration of what benefit Greek communities derived from Athenian power, and limited focus on particular inscriptions. For some students of ancient history, in anglophone universities at any rate, the ATL/Meiggs narrative still dominates, and they believe the subject to be a closed book.

So how can this narrative be contested? In this monograph, I will build on the important new directions I have just outlined: my key concerns will include economic analysis, regional history, and new consideration of epigraphic and numismatic evidence. But, in addition, awareness of alternative approaches to empire in the broader discipline of ancient history, and in historical studies more generally, will help to inform my point of departure.


0.3 An Athenian Empire?


Before discussing these approaches, however, I should first address the much-vexed question of vocabulary. Can I use the term ‘empire’? This choice, of course, is meaningful and carries interpretative weight for my analysis.60 Moreover, comparison with other empires to a certain extent depends on whether Athenian power is considered ‘imperial’.

The unique and unprecedented nature of Athenian power must be acknowledged. The dedication of the first-fruits and the inscription of the lapis primus, for instance, have no close comparanda from any other empire, at least to my knowledge. Although it originated in an alliance, Athenian power was in many ways a new and experimental phenomenon in a Greek context (with the Peloponnesian League perhaps providing the closest precedent).

If one wanted to define Athenian power through its distinctiveness, then, one could use the Greek term arche untranslated, as Lisa Kallet does in her 2013 contribution. Thucydides labels the Athenian leadership at the beginning of his Pentekontaetia as a hegemonia, but soon switches to the term arche;61 and arche is also found in Old Comedy.62 Both Thucydides and Aristophanes, however, acknowledge the origins of Athenian power in the alliance of Greek states, and the maintained Athenian rhetoric of alliance when they refer to the cities under Athenian control: Aristophanes generally uses the neutral poleis, sometimes symmachoi (allies),63 while symmachoi is the favoured term in Thucydides.64 Some inscriptions also use symmachoi, although they can also represent Athenian rule in blunter terms (‘the cities which the Athenian rule’).65

But it is not only Athenian power that was distinctive; it is hard to pinpoint one definition which encompasses all ancient and modern power structures which have been labelled as ‘empires’, given how historically specific such phenomena are. Consequently, Michael Doyle’s programmatic but flexible definition has been influential for many scholars:


Empire, I shall argue, is a system of interaction between two political entities, one of which, the dominant metropole, exacts political control over the internal and external policy—the effective sovereignty—of the other, the subordinate periphery.66

This definition is not without its problems—not least the application of a centre/periphery model which can encourage hierarchical and centralized analysis—but it does create a concise, flexible means of judging what constitutes an ‘empire’. Although the evidence is difficult, moreover, fifth-century Athenian power does fulfil this definition. Clearly, the Athenians controlled aspects of their allies’ ‘external policy’, making alliances on their behalf, and directing their military activity. There is also evidence to suggest that the Athenians directed their ‘internal policy’. In Chapter 2, for example, I will argue that the Athenian exaction of tribute entailed a level of interference in communities’ internal fiscal structures. Moreover, at least in particular instances, the Athenians clearly intervened in allies’ internal political and legal organization.67 I therefore believe that the use of the terms ‘empire’ and ‘imperial’ are not unjustified, even though fifth-century Athens did not look exactly like other empires. Where convenient, I will also use the less specific ‘power’, which is another possible translation of arche. This term comes with its own range of associations but is recognizable in its basic meaning: the capacity to direct or influence the behaviour of others. I will use ‘ally’ rather than ‘subject’, however, as it is a less contested translation of the term used by Athenian authors.

I hope that this choice of English vocabulary will make my monograph more accessible, especially to those readers without knowledge of Greek, and will aid comparison with historically similar phenomena (both within the book but also beyond it). Even so, the choice is a fairly arbitrary one, and I hope that those readers who object to it will not dismiss my analysis more broadly.

As Moses Finley memorably puts it:

It would have been small consolation to the Melians, as the Athenian soldiers and sailors fell upon them, to be informed that they were about to become the victims of a hegemonial, not an imperial measure.68


0.3.1 Empires and Negotiation


Given that Athenian power can, in my view, be defined as imperial, what useful insights can be derived from scholarship on comparable imperial powers? Scholars of fifth-century Athenian power have rarely engaged in such discussion,69 but I hope that even brief consideration of recent approaches to other Mediterranean empires can help to shape productive questions, in particular through exploration of the concept of negotiation.

It is widely recognized by historians that empires—along with other kinds of hegemonic and state structures—are negotiated entities.70 No imperial, hegemonic, or state power functions as an entirely centralized, top-down imposition. Negotiation is a useful strategy for the expansion or consolidation of authority, but also allows subjects the opportunity to assert agency, with the power controlling the process. Powers sometimes provide defined contexts or systems of negotiation, channelling the energies of subjects into negotiation rather than protest or revolt, thus creating cooperation or even complicity. Further, negotiation over political, legal, military, or fiscal circumstances, leading to greater agency for the subject, can allow the power to expend fewer resources in asserting its authority in these spheres. In this regard, the fiscal system is a particularly common context of negotiation.71 Influential and elite individuals often play a role in supporting such negotiated relationships for both empires and subjects.

To give an example, Monique O’Connell has shown how negotiation was used extensively in the Venetian maritime empire from the thirteenth century ad onwards.72 The Venetian empire, in which Aegean cities (among others) were controlled by a single dominant city with an internal republican political system, provides a not entirely distant comparison for fifth-century bc Athens. O’Connell, analysing extensive documentary evidence including correspondence and legal records, describes how cities negotiated with Venice for special statuses and privileges at the time of their incorporation into the empire;73 how there was space for negotiation in the imperial legal system, giving ‘both elite and common residents the opportunity to pursue their claims and articulate their grievances in a space controlled by Venetian interests’;74 and how both individuals and cities could petition Venice for certain favours and privileges, known as grazie.75 These means of negotiation were established mechanisms of empire, granting subjects opportunities to protest within a system defined by the Venetians; it was supported by networks of prominent individuals and their families in Venice and the empire.

This kind of analysis has been applied extensively to the ancient Mediterranean, especially to negotiation in the Roman empire, in the highly regimented form of petition. Fergus Millar, in his seminal study of the role of Roman emperor and his relationship with the empire, argues that the governance of the empire was largely reactive, depending on the mechanism of petition and response.76 Subjects, both individuals and communities, petitioned the emperor, as well as other Roman officials, for rulings on a range of matters, including the resolution of disputes and the award of privileges; and the resulting correspondence was often recorded. This process was one of the primary means by which governance was established. The reactive approach to governance allowed the empire to have a limited governmental structure, where fewer resources were expended on administration. It depended heavily on the figure of the emperor himself, and a widespread understanding of his personal obligation to his imperial subjects. Noel Lenski, expanding on Millar’s approach in his 2016 study of Constantine, provides a concise summary of the relationship between power and negotiation:

Power must be treated as a complex equation with multiple variables that cannot be resolved with reference to the ruler alone. This is not to deny that the emperor’s power was vast, but any discussion of that power must factor in the fundamental reality that it was a matter of negotiation and mutual agreement.77

This ‘complex equation’ was arguably even more complex in the earlier Republican period, when Roman rule was less well established, and was asserted in regional contexts by individual power-holders operating under varying degrees of oversight by the multipolar senate.78 Badian’s foundational 1958 Foreign Clientelae has long since illuminated the importance of the personal networks of Roman magistrates in the assertion of Roman power during this time.

In the Greek east, moreover, Rome could follow a precedent of negotiation with communities and individuals set by the Hellenistic kings.79 John Ma, in his important study of western Asia Minor under the Seleukid king Antiochos III,80 describes the process of surrender and grant, the negotiation of local statuses of poleis, following the Seleukid takeover.81 This process strengthened Seleukid power:


By allowing itself to be … petitioned into giving privileges … the empire of domination channelled the energies of the ruled into petition rather than resistance or defection, into improving the immediate situation rather than challenging the framework of imperial authority.82

Further negotiation took place between the poleis and the Seleukid king after their incorporation into the Seleukid kingdom in a process of petition and response, whereby cities asked for royal benefactions. The outcomes of these negotiations were recorded in the canonical epigraphic formats of the royal letter and the civic decree.83 The homogeneity of the inscriptions shows a real context of negotiation defined by set parameters, as formulaic language implies formulaic process. Negotiation was thus built into the structures of Seleukid power, allowing subjects to assert agency and the king to assert control.

Elspeth Dusinberre, with more limited documentary evidence at her disposal, has developed a new framework to understand this ‘complex equation’ in the context of the Achaemenid Persian empire.84 Dissatisfied with the application of a centre–periphery paradigm to Achaemenid Anatolia, she proposes instead an ‘authority–autonomy framework’, which takes into account local autonomous agency, the necessity for the Achaemenid authority in implementing local agency, and the consequent variability in the local manifestations of Achaemenid control.85 I will not take over Dusinberre’s model wholesale, but an alternative paradigm to that of centre/periphery, which considers the variable balance between imperial authority and local agency in different contexts, is helpful, not least because Achaemenid power operated in the same areas as Athenian power, even overlapping with it. The Achaemenid empire may also have acted as a model for its Athenian counterpart, particularly with regards to their respective fiscal systems.86

The Athenians, like the Venetians, Romans, Seleukids, and Achaemenids, attempted to control a geographically disparate empire formed of different kinds of polity. They did so with the support of a fairly small number of personnel,87 and without being able to enforce the constant threat of violence in all communities. It follows, therefore, that there was a particular ‘complex equation’ between Athenian authority and allied agency which allowed the empire to operate, a negotiated relationship between Athens and allied communities.88 The approaches to other empires that I have briefly outlined flag a number of possible avenues of exploration vis-à-vis the particular shape of this relationship. To what extent did the Athenians actively provide for negotiation, and to what extent did they interact with subjects reactively? What role did influential or elite individuals play in supporting community-level interactions? How did the ‘complex equation’ vary from region to region, from community to community? What testimony can documentary sources provide, given their importance in illuminating negotiation processes in other cases?

Such questions can help to mark out a different approach to Athenian power more in line with contemporary postcolonial understandings of empire. Allowing for negotiation is not apologist. It does not preclude the possibility of Athenian violence or rapacity;89 in fact, it allows for a better understanding of how exploitation operated. Further, it emphatically acknowledges allied communities and individuals as active agents, and brings their experiences to centre stage.

This monograph is not intended to be systematically comparative, at least in terms of comparison with empires of other geographies and periods; I will rather employ comparison between the operation of Athenian power in different periods, and, even more so, between fifth-century Athenian power in different regions. But this brief discussion illuminates the origins of my particular approach; and I will employ some further comparative observations where relevant. The exception is the key contemporary power to which Athens can be compared, the Achaemenid empire; its interaction with the Athenian empire will be analysed more extensively, especially in the final two chapters.

One of the reasons why systematic comparison across different empires is potentially difficult is that the contemporary evidence for Athenian power is distinctive, providing much of value but also presenting particular analytical difficulties. In my view, however, the available evidence does allow for the exploration of multi-directional, even negotiated, relationships between the Athenians and their allies.


0.4 Sources: From Thucydides to Aristophanes


The testimony for the Athenian empire, as I have emphasized, can be lacunose and difficult. But we are also lucky to have a plethora of diverse sources, from historical writings to comic plays, coinage to inscribed documents, which attest to the workings of Athenian power and to the complex interactions between the Athenians and their allies. In putting together this evidential jigsaw, one needs to be aware of the particular texture of evidence provided by each source.

The Athenian historian Thucydides, of course, will be central in this monograph; as a contemporary witness, to whose brilliant historical project Athenian power was central, how could he not be? He provides our narrative historical framework; readers who desire that kind of overview should turn in particular to his first book, a study of the immediate and long-term causes of the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War in 431 bc, which tracks the development of Athenian power from the aftermath of the Graeco-Persian Wars in 478 bc.90 For Thucydides, it was the growth of Athenian power that brought Athens and Sparta into conflict.91 In his remaining seven books, Thucydides then describes the progression of the war between the Athenians and the Peloponnesians in greater detail, including its first phase, the so-called Archidamian War, concluding with the Peace of Nikias in 421 bc, then the ill-fated Athenian expedition to Sicily of 415 bc, and finally the renewed hostilities of the Ionian War from 413 bc, when much of the fighting occurred in the eastern Aegean and Western Anatolia. Unfortunately, Thucydides’ narrative breaks off unfinished with the tumultuous events of 411 bc.

Scholars have often discussed what Thucydides omits from his narrative,92 sometimes accusing him of incompleteness, even bias.93 But it is important to remember that Thucydides had his own literary agenda; he chronicles the war between the Athenians and the Peloponnesians within his own explanatory framework. His work is not composed of pure, unfiltered historical data; as Tim Rood helpfully explains, he is telling a ‘story’.94

Many of Thucydides’ interests, happily, tally with my own (or rather, I should say, my own interests are shaped by his). He has acute financial understanding, which will be key to my economic analysis.95 Indeed, the opening of his work, the so-called Archaeology, where he describes the progression of sea power throughout history, could not make it any clearer that such sea power depended on financial resources.96 Where relevant to his narrative, Thucydides also demonstrates significant awareness of the world beyond Athens. My study of the North Aegean in particular (Chapter 4) will depend on his deep knowledge of the region.

Thucydides, moreover, undoubtedly pays attention to diplomatic interactions in the empire, hinting at the possibility of negotiation and of individual allied representatives exerting real influence on Athenian decision-making. We learn from him, for example, that the Mytilenean ambassadors present in Athens after Mytilene’s capitulation to Athens in 427 bc had Athenian supporters, and were able to push successfully for a second debate after the Athenians voted to put all the men on the island to death.97 In 415 bc, deceptive negotiation on the part of the Egestaeans—their report, Thucydides notes drily, was ‘as attractive as it was untrue’—gave the Athenians the impetus to send out their ill-fated fleet to Sicily.98

But it must be acknowledged that in Thucydides’ show-piece discursive sections—primarily his speeches—he constructs a unique dialectic on Athenian power, and indeed on interstate power relations more broadly, which is more ambivalent about the possibility of real dialogue in imperial relations.99 For Thucydides (or at least many of his speakers), relations between states were defined through expedience and self-interest. On the one hand, this entailed innate variation in the Athenian treatment of allied communities, as self-interest dictated that Athenian responses to the empire be targeted to local conditions. The sentiment is summed up by Euphemos, the Athenian ambassador at the conference at Kamarina in Sicily in 415/14 bc, in his attempt to persuade the Kamarinans of the Athenians’ good intentions:

Besides, for tyrants and imperial cities nothing is unreasonable if expedient … friendship and enmity is everywhere a matter of time and circumstance. Here, in Sicily, our interest is not to weaken our friends, but by means of our strength to cripple our enemies. Why doubt this? In Hellas we treat our allies as we find them useful. The Chians and Methymnians govern themselves and furnish ships; most of the rest have harder terms and pay tribute in money; while others, although islanders would be easier to take, are free altogether, because they occupy convenient positions around the Peloponnese.100

This focus on self-interest, however, also precludes any acknowledgement of the possibility for real dialogue between the Athenians and allied communities, because of the unequal power dynamic: the Athenians are bound to act as any more powerful state would act. Rhetoric, paradoxically, is a key tool employed by Thucydides to dramatize this; Euphemos’ speech is one of a number of examples. The significant place direct speech holds in Thucydides’ narrative correlates with the ubiquitous role of oratory in the world he represents, so on one level implies the potential for negotiation, and gives a sense of the language that ambassadors may have used. Thucydides, however, often uses it ironically, to show just how little impact persuasion actually had.101 The apogee of Thucydides’ ironic rhetoric is the famous Melian Dialogue.102 The Athenians are unmoved by the Melians’ attempts at persuasion, completely ignoring their arguments, and instead stating their view on power in blunt terms:

Of the gods we believe, and of men we know, that by a necessary law of their nature they rule wherever they can.103

But Thucydides’ speeches are not faithful historical reports, least of all the Melian Dialogue, which was presumably entirely Thucydides’ own composition. They are vehicles for his own particular dialectic on Athenian power, and inter-polis relations more broadly. They cannot be considered representative of the exact rhetoric that was used, let alone of the underlying diplomatic considerations and dynamics.

It is perhaps revealing, moreover, that Thucydides chooses to represent the impossibility of real diplomatic dialogue through the medium of speech: the irony implies that he is defying expectations, that others believed dialogue actually mattered. He is also selective in his use of speeches, deploying them at moments he particularly wishes to emphasize. Consequently, he does not use direct speech to dramatize potential negotiation processes between the Athenians and communities within the empire, presumably because they did not serve his argument as well as other examples. The Melians were not Athenian allies: according to Thucydides, they tried to retain neutrality, hence the Athenians’ brutal treatment of them.104 The Mytileneans, who were autonomous and ship-contributing allies until 427 bc, are given a speech at Olympia in front of a Spartan audience in Book 2, but never a speech in the Athenian assembly.105 The only speech we get from an allied community to the Athenian assembly is that of the Corcyraeans in Book 1; but relatively wealthy and powerful Corcyra was far from a typical ally, and was never recorded as a tribute-contributor.106

In sum, then, in his more discursive passages, Thucydides presents an idiosyncratic exploration of inter-polis relations that is not concerned with the actual dynamics and processes of diplomacy conducted within the empire, especially with smaller communities. Crucially, however, elsewhere he does not preclude the possibility of negotiation within imperial diplomacy; he just does not describe it in great detail. I thus believe that my approach in this monograph is not unjustified. I will make extensive use of Thucydides, but I will be aware of the lens through which information in his work is refracted, and I will use alternative sources where they are more relevant. I will not, however, neglect Thucydides’ key argument, acknowledging the distorting effect that Athenian power had on the shape of inter-polis relations, and the significance of force alongside any dialogue.

The testimony provided by Thucydides can be supplemented with other historiography, in particular his older colleague Herodotus (who lived through at least the first phase of the Peloponnesian War) and his younger follower Xenophon, whose Hellenica picks up where Thucydides’ work leaves off. I will also make some occasional use of surviving forensic speeches, including works by the contemporary orators Andokides, Antiphon, and Lysias, although the oratorical corpus of the fifth and fourth centuries no doubt merits more extensive exploitation than I will be able to provide here.107 The literary genre which will play a more prominent role in my analysis, however, particularly in the first two chapters, is fifth-century comedy. Aristophanes is another contemporary witness, and one whose testimony is sometimes neglected in analysis of the Athenian empire.108

Aristophanes had his own particular agenda and interests, as a comic playwright competing at the Dionysia and Lenaia festivals. His humour is necessarily focused on the Athenian political landscape, not the varied regions of the empire, and mostly on the individual figures who populated it rather than the underlying dynamics and processes in which they participated (although sometimes this focus on individuals will be helpful, as I will explore). But his plays do contain mockery of the aspects of Athenian empire which impacted on the Athenian audience. Like Thucydides, therefore, he demonstrates an incisive financial awareness.109 And, as I will discuss in Chapter 1, he is interested in imperial diplomatic interactions.

In one case, an imperial diplomatic process is indirectly presented on stage. In Aristophanes’ Birds of 414 bc, the protagonist Peisthetairos leaves Athens to escape his debts and establishes a new city of birds, Cloudcuckooland, in the sky. But Peisthetairos’ foundation soon becomes an exaggerated mirror of its mother-city, taking the Athenian imperial agenda to comic extremes by blocking the gods from receiving offerings from earth. At the play’s climax, the starving gods are brought to the negotiating table. The gods are represented by a trio of ambassadors: Poseidon, Herakles, and a Triballian god worshipped by the Thracians.110 The ensuing scene can, I think, be seen as a comic representation of a diplomatic interaction between the Athenians and a less powerful community, albeit one distorted by force (it perhaps aligns with Thucydides’ pessimistic take on the inefficacy of dialogue). But it does seem as though Aristophanes expected his audience to have some familiarity with the realities of imperial diplomacy. For instance, the divine ambassadors state that they have full authority to negotiate, a diplomatic technicality.111 Aristophanes also mocks the role of honorific hospitality (a concept which will be explored at various places in this monograph), when Peisthetairos says that he will invite the ambassadors to lunch.112 Herakles, starved of offerings, and well known in comedy for his gluttony,113 says that the invitation is enough to persuade him to give the Athenians what they want.114

To a modern reader, both jokes do not make sense on their own, but are comprehensible through reference to fifth-century inscribed decrees from Athens, in which the powers of ambassadors are referred to,115 and invitations for envoys to have hospitality at the council house are often issued.116 It is these decrees which, in my view, give some of the best information about the actual dynamics of fifth-century Athenian power, and the negotiated relationships between the Athenians and their allies.


0.4.1 Sources: Athenian Fifth-Century Inscriptions


Indeed, as I already have made clear, the category of evidence at the centre of my analysis is the epigraphic record, namely the public documents inscribed on stone by the Athenian people. I have discussed one of the key kinds of financial document inscribed by the Athenians in the fifth century, the tribute quota lists, and the issues they present to scholars due to their fragmentary state. I will also make some use of other inscribed accounts, which were usually sacred in their subject matter, recording finances associated with either sacred building projects or sacred treasuries.

The other primary kind of inscribed document analysed in this monograph are decrees, the democratic decisions of the Athenian council and people.117 Most decrees were inscribed on rectangular blocks of marble called stelai and were displayed in the Athenians’ preeminent public and sacred space, the Acropolis.118 I will not be able to discuss every relevant text in detail in this monograph, but for experienced and inexperienced epigraphists alike, Osborne and Rhodes’s handbook provides much helpful explanation, as does Attic Inscriptions Online.

Nonetheless, some general context is helpful here. In the archaic Greek world, there were limited and diverse cultures of public inscription.119 Only in a few cases can particular local cultures of inscribing be identified: most notably, a number of Cretan communities inscribed a relatively large number of public documents, mostly laws, which show discernible local epigraphic trends.120

The Athenians, for their part, began to inscribe public documents on stone only at the end of the sixth century bc, with the first known decree regulating the extra-territorial community of Salamis dating to its final decade.121 A small number of decrees dating from the first few decades of the fifth century also survive. But it was around the middle of the century that Athenian public epigraphic culture really took off, when various kinds of document, predominantly decrees and financial accounts, began to be inscribed in considerable numbers.122

Kai Trampedach convincingly argues that the erection of the lapis primus may have been the trigger for this epigraphic explosion.123 A number of longer-term factors also help to account for it. First, the broader monumental development of the sanctuary should be taken into account.124 The inscriptions monumentalized the space alongside the buildings, altars, and sculptural dedications. Secondly, while the inscribed decrees and accounts cannot be considered straightforward records of democratic documents (more on this in a moment), they are certainly monuments of Athenian collective, democratic identity, and therefore can be associated with the development of the Athenian democratic system.125 Thirdly, the religious context of the Acropolis, where the majority of inscriptions were displayed, should not be forgotten.126 Many of the documents had overtly religious subject matter (not least the tribute quota lists), while a good number of those that did not were nonetheless inscribed below invocations to the gods or sculptural reliefs depicting deities.127 For Elizabeth Meyer, all inscriptions erected in the sacred space of the sanctuary were in some sense dedications to the Athenians’ patron goddess, Athena.128

Finally, a key factor in the growth of Athenian epigraphic culture was the growth of the Athenian empire.129 With the lapis primus, we have already seen how monumental inscriptions provided an effective means of asserting Athens’s power. This was not just the case in Athenian public space, as some decrees were also inscribed and erected in the public spaces of allied communities.130 Perhaps because of this potential for the assertion of power, a high proportion of fifth-century Athenian decrees chosen for inscription and display concern relations with allies, as well as other foreign individuals or communities.131 Inscription would also have been funded, at least in part, by imperial revenues.132

By the end of the fifth century, the scale of public epigraphic production at Athens was unparalleled, as was its character. Athenian decrees and accounts were distinctive in their language and form, and no other community inscribed public documents to a comparable extent.133 Athenian epigraphic culture did, however, begin to have varied influence on inscribing practices elsewhere, particularly in communities in the empire.134

It needs to be emphasized that these inscriptions were physical monuments, in physical space, with multivalent symbolic and memorializing functions.135 For the purposes of this monograph, however, they are also texts, which provide an invaluable historical record of democratic decisions concerning the empire and of imperial finances. But their various limitations and biases need to be taken into account.

I have already mentioned the selectivity of inscription. The Athenians inscribed only a small proportion of their democratic decisions and accounts;136 and an even smaller proportion of those that were inscribed survive. Consequently, the inscriptions that we do have cannot be considered representative. Moreover, these documents were no unfiltered representations of democratic procedures; as much as the work of Thucydides, they were rhetorical constructions. The decrees show none of the disagreement or dissent which would have preceded a vote; rather, they present sanitized, homogeneous decisions made by a united Athenian demos.137 In matters concerning the empire, the documents also obscure much of the underlying diplomatic activity.

Further, as I emphasized above, the majority of fifth-century Athenian decrees, and some financial documents, cannot be dated precisely.138 By the later years of the century, the prescripts of decrees began to include the name of the chief magistrate, the archon; and we have independent records of archons which consequently allow texts to be dated.139 A handful of decrees include other information which allows for precise dating. Stephen Tracy’s analysis of inscribers and styles provides some parameters.140 But many decrees are simply floating in the second half of the fifth century, with controversy and debate around their dating and context. I have my own views on the dating of particular texts, but I also will attempt to conduct some synthetic analysis in which knowing the exact context of a particular text is less crucial. For ease and accessibility, all Athenian decrees of the fifth century discussed in this book are listed in the appendix, along with brief summaries of their content, and analysis of their (proposed) date(s).

Many of these documents are also fragmentary, and much of their content can never be recovered. Epigraphic editors sometimes provide supplements, that is to say they fill in the gaps where text is missing. Anything contained within squared brackets in a published text does not exist on the stone; consider the quotation at the beginning of this introduction. In later centuries, epigraphic documents were inscribed in much greater numbers, and often recorded standardized processes, represented in formulaic and homogeneous language, such as the Seleucid royal letters and civic decrees described above. Such repeated language makes the task of reconstructing lost texts more straightforward. But fifth-century Athenian inscriptions stand right at the beginning of the history of widespread public epigraphic culture, and most of the language they use is not formulaic. Their heterogeneity has not stopped editors from trying to reconstruct missing text, and one should consequently be wary of some older editions of the texts. Many of the inscriptions considered in this book, however, have been re-edited more cautiously by Osborne and Rhodes, Attic Inscriptions Online, or other scholars such as Angelos Matthaiou; and it is these editions that I will generally use.

Finally, to state the obvious: these inscriptions (and indeed most of the literary sources I have discussed) are Athenian. It is difficult to balance this Atheno-centrism out, as the Athenians simply inscribed much more than other communities in the fifth century, and more of their literary production has survived. But some alternative sources do provide limited means of correcting this bias, as well as addressing the other issues just outlined.


0.4.2 Alternative Sources: Beyond Athens, and beyond the Fifth Century


The first half of the monograph will primarily focus on the Athenian evidence I have outlined thus far, which certainly merits fresh analysis. But in the regional studies of the second half, I will make use of a wide range of non-Athenian sources alongside Athenian texts and inscriptions. I will analyse some rare fifth-century inscriptions from the wealthy allied islands of Rhodes and Thasos. I will look at coinage, a prolific and underutilized category of evidence, which attests to many communities and agents beyond Athens. Indeed, my particular focus in Chapter 6 will be the unusual numismatic production of Kyzikos on the Asiatic Propontis (the modern-day Sea of Marmara). To a limited extent, I will also consider the archaeological record, another kind of evidence which undoubtedly merits more systematic and specialist analysis in relation to the Athenian empire elsewhere.

In all the chapters in this monograph, to varying degrees, I will also consider the evidence of later periods. Although Athenian power was curtailed at the end of the fifth century (and I have largely stuck to the canonical limits of 479–403 bc), it was quickly reasserted in parts of the Aegean in the 390s, before the King’s Peace of 387 bc.141 Then, from 378 bc to 355 bc, Athens led its so-called Second Confederacy.142 Even after this time, Athenian influence continued to operate in certain contexts (cleruchies are not a focus of this study, but are a key example of maintained Athenian imperial strategy into the Hellenistic period;143 similarly, Athenian influence on Delos persisted for centuries).144 Although these renewed or maintained forms of Athenian power are not as systematically attested in the literary sources as the fifth-century empire (Xenophon famously does not record the foundation of the Second Confederacy), the fourth century was the apogee of Athenian epigraphic productivity.145 Moreover, other communities increasingly began to inscribe their own documents. Thus, we have more epigraphic evidence, and evidence of different kinds, for relations between Athens and less powerful communities, including those formerly in the fifth-century empire. Of course, the varying geopolitical contexts of inscriptions from different places and periods needs to be acknowledged. Moreover, this monograph will not offer a comprehensive study of Athenian power in the Aegean in the longue durée, because Athenian power constituted something different in the fifth century, even if it had earlier precedents and a considerable afterlife. But I will make selective comparative use of later sources, given that they record Athenian relations with the same communities in the same geographic contexts and within not entirely dissimilar geopolitical dynamics, which may have had their origins in the fifth century.


0.5 A New Direction: Negotiation, Flexibility, and Regionality


My approach to the Athenian empire, then, draws on key strands of recent scholarship—particularly economic analysis and regional history—alongside a transhistorical awareness that empires tend to be intrinsically flexible and negotiated. Informed by these perspectives, I will provide new empirical analysis of Athenian epigraphic and literary sources, alongside non-Athenian evidence less commonly deployed; and I will also make some selective, comparative forays into later sources attesting to Athenian power.

The first part of this monograph will focus on Athenian contexts of interaction and Athenian evidence. In essence, I will argue that Athenian power was flexible, and formed of multi-directional and negotiated interactions with allied communities. These negotiations, in my view, were supported by the Athenians’ attempted co-option of a pre-existing network of prominent and mobile individuals, especially through use of religious and honorific culture; but Athenian approaches to both community-level negotiations and relationships with non-Athenian individuals became more regimented as the century progressed.

Chapter 1 will look at political relationships between the Athenians and their allies. I will provide a synthetic analysis of inscribed Athenian decrees, arguing that they preserve traces of the underlying, bilateral negotiations with allied communities. I will then turn to the network of individuals which supported this community-level diplomatic activity. Chapter 2 will focus on the Athenian fiscal system. I will contend that it was inherently flexible and composed of bilateral interactions; but that this flexibility, and the individual agency which supported it, was increasingly restricted when the financial pressures of the Peloponnesian War began to bite. Chapter 3 will provide the cultural and religious context for these political and fiscal negotiations, exploring how allied mobility to Athenian festivals defined imperial relationships, and exposed allied individuals to Athenian democratic culture.

The second half of the monograph will then shift its focus from Athens and Athenian contexts of interaction to allied communities, and other polities at the fringes of Athenian power. I will offer a comparison of the operation of Athenian power in three different, peripheral Aegean regions, showing how the Athenians adopted overlapping but differentiated strategies, which took on local manifestations and invited varied non-Athenian responses. My analysis will contextualize the negotiation processes laid out in the first part of the book; and it will further illuminate the flexibility and opportunism of Athenian fiscality and exploitation.

Chapter 4 will focus on the resource-rich North Aegean region, exploring how the Athenians adapted their negotiation strategies to the demands of different allied communities and Thraco-Macedonian groups beyond the empire. Further, I will show how the Athenians adapted their exploitation to compete with the powerful allied polis of Thasos, and how the Thasians adapted in turn. Chapter 5 will look at another powerful island in the empire, Rhodes. I will first use Rhodes and its unusual production of inscribed decrees to frame an exploration of Athenian strategies of exploitation in the eastern Mediterranean (primarily Egypt and Cyprus), beyond their Aegean sphere; I will then zoom in on Rhodes and its Aegean environs, mapping out how Athenian power aligned, overlapped, and competed with Rhodian influence. Finally, Chapter 6 will look at the porous interface of the Athenian empire, the Achaemenid Persian satrap, and powerful allied communities in the Hellespontine and Bosporan straits and Propontis in northwestern Anatolia; this dynamic will be illuminated by the production and circulation of a rare coinage minted by the allied city of Kyzikos. In all three contested regions, I will argue, the Athenians were predominantly laissez-faire in their presence, mostly skimming off the top of allied exploitation; but they were targeted in their direct intervention when opportunity arose.

My approach is, of course, not comprehensive.
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