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i
Extraordinary Bodies on Display

This volume explores the collection and display of human, animal, and cryptid bodies from antiquity to the present.

An increasing amount of attention has been paid to impairment and disability in classical antiquity in recent years. However, one aspect of the subject that has not received significant attention, despite recent developments in the study of ancient paradoxography and ancient collections, collectors, and collecting, is the public display of impaired and disabled people. The same applies to other different, perhaps even extraordinary (in all senses of the word), bodies. Whether those bodies were human, animal, or cryptid, when scholars have acknowledged this phenomenon, the focus has been placed squarely on those individuals responsible for the displaying. What is less often considered is how the extraordinary individuals and creatures themselves felt about being displayed. This volume, in its coverage of bodily display from antiquity through the contemporary world, seeks to explore the lived experience of impairment and disability and provide a fresh perspective on a range of related issues.

This volume will be of interest to students and scholars working on ancient disability, collecting, and the history of science and medicine from the disciplines of classics, history, and archaeology, as well as museum professionals and medical professionals who work with medical collections.

Jane Draycott is a Roman historian and archaeologist who investigates science, technology, and medicine in the ancient world, and is particularly interested in the history and archaeology of medicine; impairment, disability, and prostheses; and botany and horticulture. Recently, she has begun exploring the use (and abuse) of history and archaeology in video games, particularly those set in classical antiquity.
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Routledge Studies in Ancient Disabilities

Routledge Studies in Ancient Disabilities is a series dedicated to the investigation of new perspectives, the application of new approaches, and the promotion of period-based and cross-cultural investigations of disability throughout antiquity. Extending beyond the core disciplines of ancient history, archaeology and classical studies, the series aims to provide a forum for scholars with diverse backgrounds, including bioarchaeology, biblical studies and contemporary disability studies, to explore the evidence for disabilities within communities extending from the Bronze Age to late Antiquity. Encouraging cross-disciplinary studies, the series aims to bring questions of disability and impairment into dialogue with those concerning status, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and other lived experiences, as well as to consider how successive generations have received, appropriated, or reworked these forms of identity. Ultimately, the series seeks to expand the geographical, cultural, and chronological scope of work on ancient disabilities and broaden our understandings of physical impairment and mental and intellectual disabilities (and related conditions).

For further information about contributing to the series, please contact Dr Emma-Jayne Graham at emma-jayne.graham@open.ac.uk
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Introduction

The Roman historian Cassius Dio, writing in the early third century CE but looking back to the early years of the Augustan Principate 250 years earlier, and the journey of an embassy from India to the island of Samos to meet with the emperor Augustus in 20 BCE, provides an account of one particular extraordinary body on display:


The people of India, who had already made overtures, now made a treaty of friendship, sending among other gifts tigers, which were then for the first time seen by the Romans, as also, I think by the Greeks. They also gave him a boy who had no shoulders or arms, like our statues of Hermes. And yet he could use his feet for everything, as if they were hands: with them he would stretch a bow, shoot missiles, and put a trumpet to his lips. How he did this I do not know; I merely state what is recorded.1



While Dio does not go into specifics regarding the precise nature of the boy’s impairment (indeed, he states he does not know them), limb loss was not uncommon in the classical world and could occur as a result of a wide range of incidents including military activity, agricultural accident, frostbite, judicial or extra-judicial punishment, or even self-mutilation.2 Perhaps he was someone with congenital limb amputations, rather than someone who had undergone surgical (or even non-surgical) amputations, an individual born with apodia (absence of hand or foot), hemimelia (absence of the distal part of the hand or foot), amelia (absence of the arm or leg), or phocomelia (foreshortening of arms or legs).3 But it is clearly not his difference (either his impairment or his race, both of which would have been somewhat familiar to both Roman and Indian onlookers) that makes this an example of an extraordinary body on display. Rather, it is what the boy is doing with his body and the context in which he is doing it.

An increasing amount of attention has been paid to the human body with regard to impairment and disability in classical antiquity in recent years.4 However, one aspect of the subject that has not received significant attention, despite recent developments in the study of ancient paradoxography and ancient collections, collectors, and collecting, is the public (relatively speaking) display of impaired and disabled people.5 The same applies to other types of bodies. Whether those bodies 2were human, animal, or cryptid, when scholars have acknowledged this phenomenon, the focus has been placed squarely on those individuals responsible for the displaying, whether that display takes place in an entourage, at a banquet, at an event, or in an institution, and their motivations, whether entertainment, education, or a combination of the two. For example, the imperial biographer Suetonius uses this as an indicator of virtue or vice in his subjects: Augustus is a good emperor for avoiding bodily display (note that in the anecdote above, it is his diplomatic guests that are displaying the performing boy, not the emperor himself) while Tiberius and Domitian are bad emperors for indulging in the practice.6 The Historia Augusta follows suit, using it as a means of communicating Commodus and Elagabalus’ degeneracy and moral turpitude.7

What is less often considered is how the extraordinary individuals and creatures themselves felt about being displayed. To what extent is this sort of information recoverable? Accessing information about the lived experience of impairment and disability in antiquity is challenging, as there is relatively little evidence that provides explicit information on the subject from the first-person perspective. Can turning our attention to other times and places, as well as the ongoing contemporary controversies over the display of human remains such as those of Joseph Merrick (‘the Elephant Man’) and Charles Byrne (‘the Irish Giant’), assist us in our efforts?8 And what about the reception of this particular aspect of the classical world in popular cultural representations that have proliferated in the last few years? And how far can individuals be seen or said to have any agency in how their physical remains, or records of their physical remains, are treated after their deaths? This volume, in its coverage of bodily display from antiquity through the contemporary world, seeks to answer these questions and provide a fresh perspective on a range of related issues. It will explore the display of the self, where we have direct evidence of individuals’ agency in their own display, display of the ‘Other’, and display in museums, as well as individual and public responses to these displays.

It is not the aim of this volume to regress academic discussion of the body to the point where any bodily difference was viewed as deformity or deviance, or othered, exoticised, and fetishized.9 In point of fact, despite the fact that this volume is being published as part of Routledge’s Studies in Ancient Disabilities, not all the chapters focus on impairment and disability, or impaired and/or disabled individuals, in antiquity at all. Rather, the intention is to examine this intersection between body, display, and context, and explore what it is, exactly, that makes a body, or a body part, extraordinary when it is being displayed, and observe both continuity and change across different historical, geographical, and cultural settings. Thus we can reflect on different types of embodied experience and encounters with different types of bodies and body parts, both during life and after death, and from a range of perspectives, both emic and etic.3



Extraordinary Bodies, Skeletons, and Skins

William Burke, one half of the serial killer duo Burke and Hare, was not born extraordinary, and his activities as a ‘resurrectionist’ (grave robber and body snatcher) were not that extraordinary in the first half of the nineteenth century either. Yet his fate was. Upon being found guilty of the murder of Margaret Docherty on 24th December 1828 (she was actually his sixteenth victim), he was executed on 28th January 1829 and then, as was an additional punishment for those convicted of and executed for murder, his own body was publicly dissected by the anatomist Dr Alexander Munro III on 1st February 1829. Unlike his victims’ bodies, which were destroyed after their dissections, Burke’s skeleton was retained and is today housed in the Anatomical Museum of the University of Edinburgh. Yet this was not the only remnant. Munro wrote a note in Burke’s blood, likewise housed in the Anatomical Museum. And someone seems to have acquired Burke’s skin, as a number of items are still in circulation today that purport to have been made from it. Two of these items can be found in Edinburgh’s Old Town, a short walk away from his skeleton, and the scenes of his crimes. The first, a pocketbook with attached pencil, is housed in the Surgeons’ Hall Museums, at the Royal College of Surgeons in Edinburgh, an example of anthropodermic bibliopegy (see Figure 0.1).10 The second, a calling card case, is housed in the world’s smallest museum, the William Burke Museum, in the Cadies and Witchery Tours shop (see Figure 0.2).


[image: A pocketbook with a textured, worn cover and embossed edges, stamped with text reading Burke's skin pocket book on the front.]

Figure 0.1 A pocketbook supposedly made from William Burke’s skin. Surgeons’ Hall Museums inv. HC.AB.10.4.Return to text.⏎




[image: A rectangular calling card case with a textured, worn surface and embossed decorative edging rests on a velvet-covered display stand.]

Figure 0.2 A calling card case supposedly made from William Burke’s skin. William Burke Museum.Return to text.⏎



Edinburgh is famous for the history of medicine, yet it is also famous for the Gothic and macabre, a fact that its museums and the staff who work in them are well aware. So how can the city’s museums strike an appropriate balance for their visitors? The two museums present their objects in quite different ways, reflecting their different intentions and purposes. The Surgeons’ Hall Museums are educational, whereas the Cadies and Witchery Tours company is entertaining, although it could be argued that there is an educational element to the tours, and other tour groups do tend to pop into the shop mid-route in order to see the William Burke Museum and its single exhibit. (It is, however, worth noting that the two museums co-exist in the same urban landscape as the Burke & Hare adult entertainment club, where ‘Burke and Hare babes’ can be observed displaying their bodies through the media of lap and pole dancing at the ‘stag and hen party staple of the infamous “Pubic Triangle”’, and the A Trail of Burke and Hare outdoor escape room city trail, which participants use their own bodies to complete.11)

The Surgeons’ Hall Museums were extensively refurbished in 2015 after the institution was awarded a £4.4 million Heritage Lottery grant. Since then, the pocketbook has been on display in a glass case in the History of Surgery Museum.12 The cover bears the inscription ‘Burke’s Skin Pocket Book’ in gold embossing. While it can be removed from the case and viewed by researchers out of museum opening hours, it can no longer be opened. It is positioned at the centre of the case, alongside a plaster cast of Burke’s death mask, with some related objects – the skull and death mask plaster cast of one of Burke’s reputed accomplices, and several items associated with Robert Knox, the physician that purchased Burke and Hare’s 45ill-gotten cadavers – a letter written by Knox, his violin, and information about his career in the wake of the Burke and Hare scandal.13 Thus an effort is made to provide information about the Burke and Hare scandal and contextualise it within the history of medicine at the time it occurred. Until January 2024, a replica pocketbook was on sale in the Museums’ gift shop, and while the decision was made to withdraw it on the grounds of taste, you can still buy a postcard that depicts the pocketbook alongside the death mask (see Figure 0.3).


[image: A plaster cast of a head positioned on a rectangular base, with the text reads Burke inscribed on the front surface.]

Figure 0.3 William Burke’s death mask. Surgeons’ Hall Museums inv. HC.AB.10.1.Return to text.⏎



Of the two specimens, only one has been confirmed as human skin. The pocketbook has not been examined or tested, and it was acquired by the Surgeons’ Halls Museum relatively late, in the 1920s, with no record of where it had been during the previous century. Conversely, an examination of the calling card case was undertaken by a forensic pathologist prior to its being auctioned in 1988 and the Tours company purchasing it. While the case may be human skin, is it William Burke’s skin? There is no scientific way to prove this, but the case does have a reasonable provenance: it was owned first by a Dr Hobbs, and was handed down to the family of Piercy Hughes, a descendant of one of the surgeons involved in Burke’s dissection.14 The Tours company recently celebrated the thirty-fifth anniversary of the purchase of the case, on 7th September 2023, for £1050 from Phillips’ Auction House (they actually outbid the Surgeons’ Hall Museum).15 While the case was 6originally taken out and about on the company’s walking tours around Edinburgh, it was loaned to the Wellcome Trust for the temporary exhibition ‘Dr Death – Medicine at the End of Life’ in 1997, and then to the Police Information Centre on Edinburgh’s Royal Mile until its closure in 2014. Since 28th January 2017, the 188th anniversary of Burke’s execution, it has been on display in a specially made case in the company’s shop.16 In the first year of its exhibition here, the shop welcomed 15,000 visitors to see it.7

While the calling card case has been famous for many years, with the auction in 1988 covered on BBC TV News, BBC Radio Scotland, and numerous tabloid newspapers, and the case itself appearing on BBC’s Antiques Roadshow in 2006 and Channel Four’s Four Rooms in 2012, the pocketbook has gained notoriety recently due to Harvard University’s publicising of their own example of anthropodermic bibliopegy, Des destinées de l’ame (Destinies of the Soul) housed in the Houghton Library, leading to a rash of Freedom of Information requests and requests to view it. Yet the pocketbook is not the only example of anthropodermic bibliopegy in the United Kingdom, as it was common practice in the nineteenth century to bind accounts of murder trials in leather made from the skins of the murderers.

While anthropodermic bibliopegy is a relatively recent phenomenon, there may be an ancient precedent for it. There are several accounts of ancient mythological and historical figures being flayed and their skin retained and put to an alternative use. The god Apollo flayed the satyr Marsyas and while some accounts state that the victorious god nailed his skin to a tree, others say it was used to make a wine sack.17 The goddess Athena flayed the giant Asterius (alternatively named Pallas and Gorgon) and used his skin as her aegis.18 In 260 CE, the emperor Valerian, having been defeated by the Sassanian king Shapur I, was, according to the historian Zosimus, kept as a Sassanian captive for the rest of his life.19 However, other authors claim that he was flayed alive, and Lactantius gives the most detail about this, saying that while in captivity he was used as a human footstool to assist Shapur in mounting his horse, and then after his death he was skinned and his skin was dyed vermilion before being displayed in a temple.20

Thus, bodies that started off extraordinary in one way, in the case of Marsyas because of his talent, in the case of Valerian because of his status, continued in that vein not only through the means of their deaths, both extraordinary punitive spectacles, but also in the ways in which their mortal remains were treated afterwards. While these are extreme examples, they have something to tell us about the display of bodies that are perceived to be, in any number of ways, extraordinary.


Volume Outline

Part One: Display of the Self explores how individuals have made themselves extraordinary by presenting themselves in public through different media at various points in time from antiquity to the present. It is clear that this act of display does not necessarily serve to exclude them from but rather include them in their respective communities, although one result may well be the general acceptance of them as exceptional in the sense of quality rather than quantity. Jasmine Satu-Hough considers how the mobility-impaired speaker in Lysias’ 24th oration foregrounds the visibility of his impairment in his pursuit of a disability pension from the city-state of Athens in Classical Greece, combining and elevating the fact of his appearance with the deployment of his rhetorical prowess. Jane Draycott analyses the relief and the inscription on the funerary monument of the self-proclaimed ‘Dwarf Flute-Player Myropnous’ from the Via Appia in Imperial Rome, factoring 8in the technical requirements of the ancient auloi in order to consider the interplay between the consequences of Myropnous’ physical difference and the demands of mastering the instrument in order to provide a new assessment of his performances. Moving from antiquity to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Natalia Fernández Díaz-Cabal explores an alternative type of bodily display, approaching the work of Lucy Grealy, author of Autobiography of a Face, where she narrates her experience with Ewing sarcoma in her face and her permanent war against mirrors due to her difference, perceived as deformity and disfigurement, and the social imperative of being beautiful, alongside the self-portraits of Melissa Carroll, a fellow Ewing sarcoma patient, and their transformation into advocates for themselves and activists. From there, we move to the twenty-first century, where the artist and practice-based researcher, and breast cancer survivor, Sarah Scaife, positions herself in relation to the ancient Amazons and responds to historic wax anatomy models displayed in several European museum collections, in light of her own lived experience of the challenges and benefits of cancer treatment.

Part Two: Display of the ‘Other’ considers how communities deal with those individuals they display because they class them as extraordinary because they are ‘Other’ in some way, and thereby not necessarily entirely human, both literally and figuratively. Adrienne Mayor surveys the Greek and Roman artistic images, literary descriptions, and public exhibits of mythic creatures (Centaurs, Satyrs, Griffins, the Chimera, and the Minotaur); wild animals such as tigers captured for spectacles in the Roman arena and other venues; anomalous and enslaved humans; and mythic Amazons and flesh-and-blood female warriors in captivity to show how they could arouse a range of emotions in viewers. She also includes some modern artistic parallels of the ancient Greek and Roman examples, to demonstrate some of the timeless complexities that surround displays of and responses to extraordinary bodies of monsters and those labelled as Others. Dan Mills focuses on the individual who is perhaps the most famous impaired person to have lived in classical antiquity, the Roman emperor Claudius, for while, like the individuals in Part One, he certainly had agency in displaying himself as the supreme Roman citizen, his image was also beyond his control, especially after his death, and it is suggested that he has been subject to characterisation based on physiognomic theories, not just in antiquity but also in later popular culture portrayals such as Robert Graves’ novels I, Claudius and Claudius the God, and the television series based on them. Anastasia Meintani explores the display of extraordinary individuals in the context of the banquet during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, while Shreya Sharma approaches domestic staff from a different perspective in her consideration of the portrayal of Indian staff in British portraiture produced for British officials and their families during the British rule in India.

Part Three: Display in Museums likewise moves away from the emic perspective of extraordinary individuals themselves to the etic perspective of collectors and visitors to their collections. Carolina Valenzuela Matus details how Natural History collections were used in school education in Latin America during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a means of connecting students with a natural world that few had firsthand access to (compare with Adrienne Mayor’s coverage 9of ancient animal displays, and the potentially similar motivations of the emperors, kings, and members of social elites that organised comparable displays). Cornelia Thompson and Aoife Sutton-Butler each consider public responses to a selection of British medical museums that exhibit bodies and body parts, and the ways in which they can help visitors contemplate their own personal health status and mortality (compare with Sarah Scaife’s engagement with certain works of art exhibited in the Tate alongside reflections on her own embodiment). Virginia Campbell reminds us that the casts of the victims of the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 CE contain human remains, and problematises their display both onsite in Pompeii and in museum exhibitions around the world. Most of the inhabitants of Pompeii and other sites on the Bay of Naples that were affected by the eruption were not extraordinary in and of themselves; it was the uncommon manner of their death and preservation, and the way in which those unusual circumstances captured the public imagination in later centuries, that made them so. The same is broadly true for the inhabitants of Pharaonic Egypt, where mummification was the standard funerary practice for thousands of years, whether someone was an ordinary person such as a merchant or an extraordinary one such as a Pharaoh, but now seems extraordinary to us because it is no longer practised in our contemporary Western European societies (although one element, embalming, often is). Campbell Price, curator of the Egyptological collections at Manchester Museum, concludes the volume with a reflection on the problematic aspects of the display of ancient Egyptian dead.

Most of the chapters in this volume originated as papers at the Bodies on Display: Human, Animal, and Cryptid Bodies from Antiquity to the Present conference held at the University of Glasgow on 1st September 2023, which was funded by a grant from the University of Glasgow’s Academic Returners Research Support scheme, and organised by Dr Jane Draycott and Dr Jamie Young.
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	Cassius Dio, Roman History 54.9.8–9 (trans. E. Cary with adjustments): οἱ Ἰνδοὶ προκηρυκευσάμενοι πρότερον φιλίαν τότε ἐσπείσαντο, δῶρα πέμψαντες ἄλλα τε καὶ τίγρεις, πρῶτον τότε τοῖς Ῥωμαίοις, νομίζω δ᾿ ὅτι καὶ τοῖς Ἕλλησιν, ὀφθείσας. καί τι καὶ μειράκιόν οἱ ἄνευ ὤμων, οἵους τοὺς Ἑρμᾶς ὁρῶμεν, ἔδωκαν. καὶ μέντοι τοιοῦτον ὂν ἐκεῖνο ἐς πάντα τοῖς ποσὶν ἅτε καὶ χερσὶν ἐχρῆτο, τόξον τε αὐτοῖς ἐπέτεινε καὶ βέλη ἠφίει καὶ ἐσάλπιζεν, οὐκ οἶδ᾿ ὅπως· γράφω γὰρ τὰ λεγόμενα. This embassy is also referred to in Augustus, Res Gestae 31.1, although no detail is given.Return to text.⏎

	See Draycott 2023 for details.Return to text.⏎

	To my knowledge, there is no bioarchaeological evidence for congenital limb amputation or deficiency in classical antiquity; see Mann et al. 1998, for discussion of this condition in the archaeological record.Return to text.⏎

	The WHO definitions of the terms impairment and disability are used in what follows, and other relevant terminology follows that recommended in Morris and Sneed 2021.Return to text.⏎

	On ancient paradoxography, see Kazantzidis 2019; Geus 2018. On ancient collections, collectors, and collecting, see Carpino et al. 2018; Higbie 2017; Thompson 2016; Gahtan and Pegazzano 2015; Rutledge 2012; Bounia 2004.Return to text.⏎

	Suetonius, Augustus 83.1; Suetonius, Tiberius 61.6; Suetonius, Domitian 4.2.Return to text.⏎

	SHA, Commodus 10.8-11.2; SHA, Alexander Severus 34.2. See Trentin 2011 for discussion.10Return to text.⏎

	On this, see especially the pioneering work of Rosemarie Garland-Thomson 1996, 1997, 2024.Return to text.⏎

	See for example the approach taken by older scholarship on the subject of impairment and disability such as Garland, 1995, reissued 2010.Return to text.⏎

	Surgeons’ Hall Museums – https://museum.rcsed.ac.uk/home (accessed 25th June 2024).Return to text.⏎
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	William Burke’s death mask – Surgeons’ Hall Museums inv. HC.AB.10.1.Return to text.⏎

	‘The William Burke Museum’ – https://www.witcherytours.com/william-burke-museum (accessed 25th June 2024).Return to text.⏎
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	Tree – Apollodorus, Library 1.4.2. Wine sack – Philostratus the Younger, Imagines 2; Plato, Euthydemus 285c.Return to text.⏎
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	Zosimus, New History 1.36. See Caldwell 2018 for discussion.Return to text.⏎
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Introduction

If you lived with an impairment in the city of Athens around 400 BCE, it might surprise you to learn that you could have received disability benefits.1 Were you a poor, male, full citizen who was adunatos – that is, ‘unable’ – the state would have supported you with a small stipend. To receive this pension, however, claimants were subject to a dokimasia, or ‘examination’, to check their eligibility. Summoned before the Athenian council, pension recipients would have been displayed before the gaze of their fellow citizens and called upon to justify their right to the dole.2 All in all, the situation might sound eerily familiar to anyone who has sought government support in modern welfare states – especially the system of scrutiny. Disabled people in modern times might not have to make speeches to defend their claims, but the requirements for welfare support seem to subject individuals to similar, albeit often more private and intrusive, levels of surveillance by the state.

In modern contexts, the results of this system are generally very damaging. The bodies and behaviours of disabled people are put under the spotlight – or perhaps ‘searchlight’ would be more accurate – and combed for indicators that they deserve the support they receive. These sought-after markers of deservingness, meanwhile, overlap with markers of difference and thus serve to perpetuate the othering of disabled people.3

Recent scholarship on the Athenian pension, however, has tended to distance this institution from modern iterations of disability support as part of a wholesale re-evaluation of what ‘disability’ in antiquity might entail. Matthew Dillon aligns the pension with other mechanisms of fiscal oversight in democratic Athens and argues that it was focused on reducing the influence of the wealthy over the poor.4 Justin Biggi picks up on this point and characterises the pension as a mechanism for preserving the citizenship status of an individual when that is threatened by the combination of economic deprivation and impairment.5 Martha Lynn Rose, meanwhile, emphasises the financial requirements of the pension, insisting that the recipient’s impairments were not relevant for it outside of the context of low income.6

The work of Dillon, Rose, Biggi, and scholars like them has been crucial to understanding the Athenian pension and the meaning of impairment in ancient Athens.7 There remains, nevertheless, an important feature of Lysias 24 – one of 16the key sources for the pension – which must be explained. Lysias 24 is a defence speech intended for delivery during one of the examinations of adunatoi conducted by the council. It was written for a man with a mobility impairment by the speech writer Lysias, probably the best-known logographer of the period. One of the most striking aspects of the speech is the very deliberate way the speaker foregrounds the visibility of his impaired body before the council. These acts of self-display would seem to invite an objectifying gaze and potentially, therefore, create the dynamic which has had such negative consequences in modern contexts.

When we look closely at the way the speaker uses this technique, however, it becomes clear that his self-display is not only compatible with recent approaches to the pension but can in fact deepen our appreciation of the contingency of meaning attached to impairment in ancient Athens. As I show, when the speech is read in line with the public discourse on poverty and wealth (‘mass and elite’ to give Josiah Ober’s designation for it), it becomes clear that the speaker draws attention to his physical limitation in a way that aligns him with the category of a penes.8 Rather than othering the speaker, therefore, the self-display practised in Lysias 24 aims instead to further integrate this individual within the social structures of the polis.



Modern Disability Benefits and the Athenian Pension

In April 2023, the UK Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) posted a video of a dawn raid on its Twitter feed. Intercut with images of flashing police lights, the remains of a forced door, and handcuffs, the then Minister for Disabled People, Tom Pursglove, decked out in a stab vest, addresses the camera and warns the viewer, ‘We will track you down. We will find you. And we will bring you to justice’.9 The video showcased one strand within the government’s new Fraud Strategy which sought to give the DWP more powers to seek out and prosecute benefit fraud.10 Although the raid conducted in the video was not explicitly targeting claimants of disability benefits, the presence of the Minister for Disabled People made the implication clear enough. The DWP and Tom Pursglove were criticised for perpetuating disablist attitudes and reinvigorating the ‘scrounger’ narrative.11

The DWP’s video represents just one vivid example of the sorts of measures adopted by modern neoliberal governments, from across different party affiliations, which overshadow the attempts of disabled people to access state support.12 A mainstay of all these policies is fraud, which is used as a rallying cry for reform despite the fact that its prevalence often seems to have been exaggerated.13 The effect of the fraud mantra, however, is to create an atmosphere in which claimants of disability benefits can be subjected to increased scrutiny with greater legitimacy. Set alongside persistent reminders about financial crisis, the strategy mobilises the public’s resentment and fine-tuned sense of ‘deservingness’ within social cooperation structures such that the hyper-vigilance against certain individuals can be seen as justified in the interests of the whole.14 Underpinning the entire edifice is the belief that some people are deserving recipients of social support. To frame 17welfare in this way, however, is to rely upon a value hierarchy rooted in pity, as Bill Hughes has argued.15

For the purposes of this chapter, what is crucial is that the surveillance justified by the fraud mantra has two prongs – one driven by the state, the other by members of the public – both of which mobilise a hostile gaze against benefits claimants. On the state side, assessment interviews are frequently structured in a way that forces individuals to display their impairment for the assessor’s benefit. For example, meetings may be located in inaccessible spaces and applicants interrogated about their means of reaching that location, claimants may be tested to see whether they were able to bend to retrieve an object, such as a pen, during their interview, or asked to read from a chart despite a declared visual impairment.16 Members of the public, meanwhile, are encouraged to exercise vigilance during their interactions in everyday life. Disabled people may be challenged on the street for accessing supports, such as disabled parking spaces, or ridiculed online; for example, one prominent internet meme saw wheelchair users ‘outed’ as frauds because they had temporarily risen from their chairs.17

The knock-on effect of this unceasing monitoring is to reinforce narrow and static definitions of what a disabled body or a disabled experience looks like. At any moment, this pervasive gaze might leap upon a deviation or anomaly in the execution of an everyday activity which puts the individual concerned outside the predetermined parameters of disabled appearance and behaviour. Beyond the practical consequences of this scrutiny (loss of benefits), the psychological impact on disabled people has been well documented. For example, Karen Soldatic and Hannah Morgan’s study into the subjectivities produced by neoliberal welfare policies in the UK and Australia highlighted that such concentrated surveillance elicited feelings of shame. Their interviewees felt this shame, however, not because of their disabilities themselves, but rather because they found themselves associated with fraud within the narratives of the welfare system.18 In other words, they responded to the image of themselves which the ‘other’ (the state and/or their fellow citizens) was understood to see when looking at them – to restyle Sartre’s phrase, they were ‘ashamed of [them]selves as [they] appear[ed] to the other’.19 Withdrawal is a frequent response in such circumstances, leaving many stuck in what the charity, Activity Alliance, has called the ‘Activity Trap’, wherein disabled people frequently choose not to use the supports afforded to them for fear of appearing ‘too capable’.20 The system thus activates the shaming potential of the gaze and perpetuates the isolation of disabled people.

When we, as modern observers, therefore, read the following in Pseudo-Aristotle’s Athenaiōn Politeia there may well be a sense of recognition:


The Council also examines ‘the unable ones’; for there is a law which orders that the Council examines those who possess less than 3 mnai and have been incapacitated with respect to their bodies so that they are not able to do any work, and (which orders) that they give to each two obols per day as sustenance from the public purse.2118



There are three main sources that provide information about this pension: the Pseudo-Aristotelian Athenaiōn Politeia, Lysias’ 24th speech,22 and Aeschines’ Against Timarchus. These texts give us a snapshot of this institution between c. 400 BCE (in Lysias 24) and the 320s (in Ath. Pol.), during which the property qualification (3 mnai, as stated above, or roughly 300 drachmas) seems to have remained consistent, but the payout rose from one obol to two.23 Against Timarchus intimates that the actual payments would not have been daily, but rather once a prytany – i.e., ten times a year.24 Both Aeschines’ speech and Lysias’, meanwhile, corroborate the understanding that receipt of this support was subject to a dokimasia on a yearly basis.25 What we seem to have therefore is a set of criteria that marks out deservingness on the basis of income and fitness to work, and a system of scrutiny to enforce that measure.

As in modern times, moreover, both the state institutions and ‘the public’ were involved in the process of scrutiny. As Ath. Pol. indicates above, the dokimasia was carried out by the council – a body of 500 citizen men over the age of 30, selected by lot (at this time) from Athens’ ten tribes.26 This examination seems to have been automatically triggered27 and perhaps involved the posing of a set questions to establish eligibility, plausibly along the lines of those put to candidates for the nine archon magistracies.28 It is evident, however, from Lysias 24, that challenges could also be brought by other citizens at the time of the dokimasia, if they thought that the individual under examination did not meet the requirements for the pension in some way.29 At least in the case of archons, the procedure entailed the presiding officer opening the floor with a question – ‘Does anyone wish to accuse this man?’30 – which, as Stephen Todd notes, ‘offer[s] something of an open goal’.31 If this was the procedure followed, the pension claimants might be confronted on anything, as indeed seems to have been the case in Lysias 24 when the speaker responds to the accusations of hybris (violence or insolence);32 no such criterion appears in Ath. Pol. or Against Timarchus but appears to have been part of the rhetorical strategy pursued by the claimant’s accuser. Where the eyes of the council, therefore, might be limited to the moment of scrutinisation – as are those of government contracted assessors in modern states – those of a claimant’s fellow citizens could be pervasive. So did individuals with impairments in ancient Athens live under a similar cloud of surveillance to their modern counterparts? If they did, then the speaker’s warning that denying his claim would cause others like him ‘to lose heart’ (ἀθυμῆσαι)33 might point to similar psychological effects among those classed as adunatoi to those experienced by disabled people today.

Nevertheless, analyses carried out on the pension since the 1990s have questioned whether it bears anything more than a passing resemblance to modern benefit systems. Matthew Dillon, for example, emphasises the importance of putting the pension into the context of Athenian democratic procedure in general. The dokimasia, he points out, was not exclusive to the adunatoi, but rather common to several groups who received funds from the state treasury, such as state officials.34 Indeed, a closely comparable group – which Dillon, however, does not mention – are the children of male citizens killed while defending the democracy. According to Theozotides’ law (c. 400 BCE), which was focused primarily on the ‘orphans’ 19from the recent civil conflict with the oligarchy of the Thirty, these children would receive state support only after examination by the council.35 Dillon explains the regularity of the examination of the adunatoi as a ‘reflection of the Athenian scrupulousness’ since, especially in the case of state finances, each new council needed to corroborate the decisions made by their predecessors.36 The involvement of members of the general citizenry, meanwhile, was also a broader feature of Athenian democracy. As noted above, there was an open invitation for prosecution issued in dokimasiai for the nine archons, and ‘public cases’ (that is, court cases which concerned the interests of the state as a whole) were open for anyone to prosecute on the state’s behalf; there was no equivalent of a state prosecution service in ancient Athens.37 By Dillon’s reckoning, therefore, the dokimasia of the adunatoi was not an attempt to impose intrusive surveillance on disabled people over and above other citizens – as often seems to be the case in modern contexts38 – but rather reflected regular democratic procedure and ideals.

Even more fundamentally, perhaps, recent scholarship has challenged the idea that disability was the true impetus for awarding the pension.
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