Article Reply: Conscription of Hoplites in Classical Athens by Mathew R. Christ

Mathew R. Christ is a lecturer at Indiana University; his work focuses on "how institutions (e.g., antidosis, conscription, ostracism, and taxation) functioned in democratic Athens (508-322 BC) and how Athenian citizens worked within, and sometimes around, civic regulations. I have been especially interested in tensions between the actual practices of individuals and the civic ideals invoked in public discourse.”[footnoteRef:1] What we learn from this is and his article when he says, "I will suggest, it was consistent with other contemporary efforts to ensure that citizens carry out their civic duties equally",[footnoteRef:2] is that although Christ does have some interest in the military side of affairs his main focus is on the contrast between the ideal and the actuality. We see this interest reflected in his conclusion “their relation to the city and their responsibilities as citizens”[footnoteRef:3], the subject matter being addressed seems to be split. The backdrop is that of military conscription, but the matter being addressed is more to do with the equality of the shared responsibility of contributing to civic duties.  [1:  Christ, n.d.]  [2:  Christ, 2001]  [3:  Christ, 2001] 

It also provides an insight into the politics behind these ideas; the root of this appears to be found when Christ refers to Aristotle's Athenian Politeia and the loss of "better men"[footnoteRef:4] and how naturally they were first chosen to fight, thus die in battle, leaving Athens with a more significant number of ‘lesser men’; what needs to be addressed in this article then is to what extent was the reform in order to avoid this growing disparity between better and lesser. Christ’s argument is that the reform between Katalogos and age-based was not progressive but all at once. Christ divides his article into three chapters: Conscription by Katalogos, Conscription by age-groups and Significance of Reform. It makes sense then to format the reply according to this structure.  [4:  Christ, 2001] 


Christ makes excellent and consistent use of ancient sources in the singular and multiple to support his arguments; for example, when talking about hoplites serving within tribal contingents, he references Herodotus and Thucydides. This does add much more legitimacy to his claims.  Although Christ references modern scholarship earlier on in the article, the first time it is debated is concerning the creation of lists. The argument is divided into two sides. Jones says there was a central register that was called upon when hoplites were required, Hansen on the other hand, argues that this is a modern fabrication and that a Katalogos was created when needed for particular wars. I find the idea of the central register far more compelling as the work required to create a new list for every battle would have been far too taxing and taken too much time, and in order for the military to be gathered quickly, time would be of the essence. Christ takes the other side of the argument agreeing with Hansen that the evidence for a central register is far too ambiguous and that generals would be daunted by maintaining such a record. I believe the flaw in Christ's point of view lies in his reservations regarding maintenance; he is undoubtedly correct that maintaining such a record would have been a difficult job; however, maintaining something requires far fewer resources than the creation. Christ mentions the bureaucratic challenge, “the bureaucratic challenge would have been formidable, requiring the general's office to act throughout the year as a census bureau of sorts in addition to carrying out its numerous other duties"[footnoteRef:5], the register he tells us would have to have kept track of between 18,000-24,000 potential hoplites; as I said before he is correct in saying that this would have been a difficult task however once that list had been created the work required to remove and add names to that list is minimal in comparison to the work required to make a new list before every war. Perhaps there was not a central list in the sense that we might imagine being stored on a database today. However, I believe that the suggestion that before every war, the Athenians were promptly able to gather the people to make a katalogos and then fill out all the 18,000-24,000 names of those able to serve and then have those names selected, then notify those people then muster them is a task of ludicrous proportions. There must have been some form of pre-existing record that could be drawn on. The most convincing argument Christ puts forward that there were multiple katalogoi is regarding the use of the plural form of katalogos, which is katalogoi, as it does show that there were multiple that existed, one for each of the ten tribes. This justification does not disprove the central register theory; it only means that we need to adjust the definition rather than a singular one. What we instead have is each tribe having its own centralised register. [5:  Christ, 2001] 

	
For age-based conscription Christ takes the stance that this is a more convenient method for recording those eligible for service because of the lack of admin required once the initial list is created, which directly contradicts some of his reasons for the katalogos not being centralised. Admittedly because of the new system being an age-based list, there would be fewer names to record, thus requiring less work. This has the effect of discrediting the previous argument as there is no explanation of why it would work here and not previously.
Christ seems to favour this method of conscription as it streamlines the notification process; the primary source of support for this method comes across when discussing the difference of the two, how katalogos allowed for generals to have more power in choosing the men who would fight. In contrast, the age-based system prevented them from picking men over the age of forty-five. This creates a system whereby citizens contribute in theory an equal amount of time in performing their civic duty, which is something we know Christ is very interested in. It would also help in evening out the disparity caused by the loss of “better men”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Christ, 2001] 


When discussing the age-based conscription and date of inception of the age-based conscription system, we see Christ look at ancient sources in much greater detail than in previous chapters. This is due to him beginning these sections with long paragraphs of text that he then asserts his views on while backing up with modern scholarship. In this section, he looks at Aeschines, and somewhat differently from other sections, he goes straight into expressing his views on the excerpt; previously, there is more description before we arrive at opinions. The paragraph Christ quotes is from "On the Embassy" and is Aeschines defending himself against Demosthenes. Christ believes this paragraph tells us that age-based conscription was practised by 366 B.C. Christ's point of view falls contrary to the scholarship he references by Andrewes, which interestingly is agreed with by Hansen, the scholar mentioned earlier whom Christ agreed. The disagreement here appears to be over translation, though, rather than a difference of opinion. Christ counters Andrewes translation with some of Hamel's work, and this is also an excellent example of Christ's use of modern scholarship. Hamel's translation describes Aeschines stating that he went on an expedition with men of his age, which Christ takes as evidence that the age-based conscription was already in effect. I am inclined to agree with Christ here as although as we have been told before, age was a factor that the generals would have taken into account when choosing helots, there would have been a much more diverse selection so for Aeschines to specifically mention that he was surrounded by people his age does in my mind support Christ's assertion that the change of system did happen by 336 B.C. I find this argument for introducing the age-based conscription to be very compelling as Christ uses primary sources such as Aeschines and Plato to back up his point. Then he examines multiple translations and scholarship that not only supports but runs contrary to his point, which adds credibility. Christ even discusses what it would mean even if his point was wrong, suggesting that Aeschines gave a name to something which did not yet have one, as he infers it is likely this system was being used just unofficially for some time, this reasoning. However, it does not directly support his argument that the system was brought in in 336 B.C. it does add credibility to his argument, making it seem more thought out and, as a result, compelling. 
	
The final area Christ looks at is the significance of the reforms, and he breaks it down into two categories the military affects and the ideological. He states that his standpoint is that the military dramatically benefits from it as it allows them to mobilise quicker. It provided a system of a more evenly share of civic duty. Christ follows the format he has for much of the article, presenting some ancient scholarship that supports his point of view but then modern scholarship that runs counter to it. This is effective as in the reader's mind, Christ is legitimised in his theory by the primary source and also encourages doubt to be placed on the secondary source as he does not present them in the same way.
Regarding the military benefits, Christ bases his reasoning again on Aeschines, explicitly using the quote about being on an expedition with men his age. However, this is without a doubt a compelling piece of evidence; the lack of more comprehensive sources and repetition here creates the impression that this is the only source that outright states this. Therefore, he is forced to rely on it, which does weaken his argument. He again refers to another account of Aeschines serving with men his age from several years later, saying that it was as if "the latter followed naturally upon the former”[footnoteRef:7] to me, this has the effect of disproving his argument rather than supporting it, this seems to indicate that there was a much more gradual reform rather than an immediate one. [7:  Christ, 2001] 

Regarding modern scholarship debating the effectiveness of the change, Christ puts himself on the opposite side of the argument to Tritle. Tritle says that the age-based system reduced the quality of troops and that a permanent force called the epilektoi needed to be established to counter this. Although I agree with Christ's overall point that the age-based system cannot be blamed entirely for this drop in quality, I feel like does neglect to take into consideration the fact that by capping the age that a hoplite could serve, the Athenians did lose out on a group of veterans that would have been able to provide much-needed experience.
Lastly, Christ looks at the ideological impacts, specifically to do with equity which appears to be Christ's specialist area. Christ argues that there were more simple ways that could have sped up the mobilisation process but the fact that the Athenians chose a drastic change that would also distribute the civic duty of risking ones own life in battle more fairly which speaks to the Athenian ideology. The difference he says is that the old katalogos system relied more on the discretion of the generals rather than a more focused criterion; what he does not mention here but has stated is one of his areas of interest is how this reflects the difference between the ideology of the state compared to the actuality of the execution. Christ references ancient scholarship, which points out that there were some ill feelings among the older citizens who were forced to fight beyond the point they should be. The reason for this can be found in Holmes work not only would older citizens have fought before but the physical strain of carrying “the enormous weight of such an ensemble, ranging anywhere from 50lb to 70lb”[footnoteRef:8] would definitely have been a factor in their reluctance to participate further. Christ then addresses why the reform was required; he says that the reason can be attributed to the defeat in the Peloponnesian war, which left Athens with a much smaller population who were able to fight and the financial strain the polis was experiencing. Christ says the “egalitarian reform of conscription can be viewed as part of the broader trend to distribute the obligations of the citizenship more equitably under the pressures of harder times”[footnoteRef:9] I find this to be a convincing explanation for the shift in attitudes and is supported by quotes from Demosthenes regard egalitarianism “In sum, I propose that all should pay the war-tax equitably, each according to his means, and that all should go out on campaign in turn until you all have served”[footnoteRef:10], this presents definitive proof of a shift in ideology to a society that distributes the load equally among its residents. These ideas are evocative of Aristotle’s writings in his politics. [8:  Holmes, 2004]  [9:  Christ, 2001]  [10:  Christ, 2001] 


One issue I have found with this article and subject is finding wider resources, Christ’s article appears to be the only accessible text on the subject, even the scholarship he references is difficult to find. As a I result, I had to base my own assertions and conclusions solely on Chris’s writing and quotation of scholarship.

Christ begins his article with a quote from a fragment which states, “War always hunts out young men”[footnoteRef:11] what I think Christ does throughout his article is prove this, the change he highlights over time switching from a system in which people are conscripted for the army through Katalogos based on many factors to the age-based system that was to follow it does highlight how war seeks out the young. Although this is not the argument that Christ is attempting to make, his article does have the effect of conveying this idea which surely cannot be accidental as he chose to begin his work with that quote. [11:  S. fr. 554 R] 

Christ does present his evidence to support his theory that the reform was instantaneous. He does well in presenting both sides of the argument, sometimes very effectively; however, I sometimes was convinced more by the scholars that he disagreed with than him. Although Christ presents different perspectives in modern scholarship and references ancient sources, I found that he relied a little too much on Aeschines and would have benefited from broader evidence to support his theory. From what he has shown, I think that the progressive perspective remains the more logical conclusion. This is not to say that there was no singular moment when it was decided that this would be the new system. I believe that the evidence shows much of the reforms were happening naturally and progressively for some time before the official switch over. So is it, in fact, correct to comment that Christ is wrong in his assertion? I do not believe so, but at the same time, it would not be right to say that he is correct. The truth is that evidence suggests a gradual change leading up to an official change over.
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