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Differences in status between Greeks and native Egyptians in Ptolemaic Egypt.

Christian Habicht’s 1958 study “of the Hellenistic herrschende Gedellschaft’ started a line of research has posited that power within the Hellenistic court system was limited to Graeco-Macedonian elites.[footnoteRef:1] This elite class consisted of the king and his ‘friends’, and the courts created by the successors following the death of Alexander generally followed “the relatively informal Macedonian institution of the king’s companions and defined by a Hellenic ethnic and cultural exclusivity”.[footnoteRef:2] Adler writes that at the time of colonisation, the Greeks had “a strong sense of separate identity”, maintained through various institutions.[footnoteRef:3] However Fischer-Bovet argues that the Ptolemaic court was multi-ethnic and “successful at integrating socially and ethnically diverse populations.”[footnoteRef:4] This definitely seems to more accurately describe the reality of at least the later Ptolemaic court. Gabriel Herman’s 1997 article ‘The Court Society of the Hellenistic Age’ is also an important study, being an “analysis of the Hellenistic court as a social milieu”.[footnoteRef:5] The social aspect of the court, in particular the relationships and interactions between the king and his courtiers, is especially pertinent to the topic of this essay when considering the inclusion of native Egyptian elites into this, supposedly, exclusive court system, and is something that I will return to below.  [1:  Moyer 2011: 16]  [2:  Moyer 2011: 16]  [3:  Adler 2005: 28]  [4:  Fischer-Bovet 2015: 3]  [5:  Moyer 2011: 17] 

The Hellenistic courts were ‘spaces’, consisting of the king and his courtiers, and the physical dwellings that they lived and operated in, that were the products of “human activity and … of social relations”.[footnoteRef:6] They were the physical and conceptual manifestations of social relations, economics, politics, and administration.[footnoteRef:7] As such, the courts could be described as “overblown households” that were “derived from and produced by Alexander’s massive, violent, primitive accumulation and domination of space”[footnoteRef:8], which facilitated the expression, creation, and maintenance of status of the elites. This web of relations was the basis for maintaining power: they created links of dependency and loyalty between king and courtier. The king would supply his court of elites with material rewards and honour (including titles), appeasing their desire for the prestige that accompanied royal connections, and in return they would serve the state and remain loyal.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Moyer 2011: 18]  [7:  Moyer 2011: 18]  [8:  Moyer 2011: 18]  [9:  Moyer 2011: 18-19] 

The rule of the first Ptolemies was rife with “racial domination”, and when you also take into account the subjugation of the Egyptian traditions and culture by Cleomenes as Satrap, the native Egyptian elites were left with a “most unhappy impression”.[footnoteRef:10] It was exactly these people that “had the position and influence to resist”.[footnoteRef:11] These factors likely led to ‘resentment’ amongst the native Egyptians.[footnoteRef:12] This resentment led to a series of resistances and revolts, with religion being a major driving force.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Adler 2005: 28-29]  [11:  Adler 2005: 29]  [12:  Adler 2005: 29]  [13:  Adler 2005: 29-30. With the Egyptians believing that their kings were gods themselves, and that these new colonial rulers were ‘arrogant’ to try to insert themselves as kings.  ] 


The Ptolemaic court in Egypt underwent significant changes between the third and first centuries, resulting in a system that did not follow the typical model that I have outlined above. This model was perhaps an ‘ideal’, that power and rule would remain solely in the hands on the incoming Graeco-Macedonian’s, which could to some degree apply to the reality of the third century Ptolemaic court. But an ‘ideal’ is not often applicable to the ruling of a state, and in the case of Ptolemaic Egypt a change to the prevailing system was necessary to deal with decline and threat.[footnoteRef:14] The transformation of the court, to incorporate native Egyptian elites into the fold, started in the early second century under the reign of Ptolemy V Epiphanes, which ultimately resulted in the incorporation of the native Egyptian elites to the hierarchy of the court system as ‘kinsmen’, or syngenes.  [14:  Moyer 2011: 16-17, 20] 

The first changes to the court related to an expansion, beyond the kings immediate circle to include Graeco-Macdeonian elites living and operating outside of the city (in the chora) at “regional and local levels”.[footnoteRef:15] Leon Mooren views the changes as “aimed primarily at the bureaucracy” with the aim “to strengthen the connections between the king and his officials by extending the honor of court titles to them”.[footnoteRef:16] As well as this, Ian Moyer describes how the court “had just emerged from a period of intrigue and conflict centred on tensions between an “inner” and “outer” court”.[footnoteRef:17] This transformation of the court included the development of a new hierarchy system. The new titles that came about as part of this process helped to create cohesion and reduce friction between those elites who were in the city of Alexandria in close physical proximity to the king, and those who undertook administrative and military functions outside of the city and “were only intermittently in his [the king] presence”.[footnoteRef:18]   [15:  Moyer 2011: 15-16]  [16:  Moyer 2011: 20]  [17:  Moyer 2011: 20]  [18:  Moyer 2011: 20] 

Within this hierarchy system, there is evidence for native Egyptian elites holding the title of syngenes, or ‘kinsmen’. The changes were gradual, undergoing “ad hoc changes over time”, with the resulting syngenes titles first being attested during the reign of Ptolemy VI Philometor.[footnoteRef:19] Given the previous discussion on the earlier exclusionary nature of the court, why did this change to include ‘outsiders’[footnoteRef:20] occur? Moyer describes this inclusion as creating a “transcultural space” that was “critical for maintaining the power of the Ptolemaic state”.[footnoteRef:21] The expansion of the court system permeated into the chora where the Hellenistic influence had thus far been “the most gradual and had met the most resistance”.[footnoteRef:22] At the time of these changes, the Ptolemaic state was “in a weak position and facing various threats, including a major revolt in Upper Egypt”.[footnoteRef:23] In C. Fischer-Bovet’s 2015 article ‘Social Unrest and Ethnic Coexistence in Ptolemaic Egypt and the Seleucid Empire’, she explains the concept of ‘mediators’: locals were integrated into the administration and military systems of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid courts to “facilitate the balancing of solidarities”, and create links of trust between locals and the new governing group.[footnoteRef:24] With local peoples holding posts at the local level, and being integrated into the Hellenistic court system, they could play “the role of mediators between villagers and the central power”.[footnoteRef:25]  [19:  Moyer 2011: 21]  [20:  In the sense that they were outsiders to the Graeco-Macedonian elite class. ]  [21:  Moyer 2011: 15]  [22:  Moyer 2011: 16]  [23:  Moyer 2011: 20]  [24:  Fischer-Bovet 2015: 9]  [25:  Fischer-Bovet 2015: 37] 

Tensions within Ptolemaic Egypt had reached a peak under the reign of Ptolemy VIII.[footnoteRef:26] Adler argues that it was his ‘levelling of the playing field’ between the Graeco-Macedonians and the Egyptians that ended “race-based imperialism”, encouraged the advent of “hierarchical, class-based colonialism” that involved the Egyptian people, and helped to stabilise Ptolemaic rule.[footnoteRef:27] By this time, too, through ‘intermingling and intermarriage’, there was a group of people who identified as “the Alexandrians” who, despite their Greek heritage, would likely also have felt alienated by the race-based imperialism of the third century.[footnoteRef:28] Earlier, under Ptolemy IV, the native Egyptians were enlisted to aid in the battle at Raphia, though this had the unintended side effect of boosting their ‘self-esteem’.[footnoteRef:29] They realised that the supposed force-based advantage of the Graeco-Macedonians that had prevented them from resisting their rule previously was not because they were “intrinsically superior to them in warfare”, but that they had “[better] tactics and sophisticated weaponry”.[footnoteRef:30] This shift in attitude likely encouraged the negative impression towards and desire to resist against the new rulers that I described above, that resulted in this peak of tension under Ptolemy VIII.  [26:  Adler 2005: 27]  [27:  Adler 2005: 28]  [28:  Adler 2005: 28]  [29:  Adler 2005: 30]  [30:  Adler 2005: 30] 

The fallout of these tensions was that the native Egyptians acted upon their desire to resist, resulting in a large civil war that saw the “breakaway of Upper Egypt” that was governed by “pharaohs of Nubian origin”.[footnoteRef:31] As well as incorporating native Egyptian elites into the hierarchy of the Ptolemaic court as a solution of reducing racial tensions, Greeks of middle and lower social strata Alexandria were encourage to assimilate and intermarry with the Egyptians[footnoteRef:32], helping to blur the boundaries and encourage cohesions between the two groups of people. Friction following this assimilation was “all political in nature, and no longer the result of racial friction”[footnoteRef:33], a point which Fischer-Bovet argues.  [31:  Adler 2005: 31]  [32:  Adler 2005: 31]  [33:  Adler 2005: 31] 

Fischer-Bovet puts forward that greater emphasis on socio-economic factors should be made by scholars when looking at why the incoming Graeco-Macedonian ruling class would incorporate local elites into their court system. By forming positive relations between rulers and local elites, who both shared similar socio-economic aspirations, they could enter into a situation that was mutually beneficial.[footnoteRef:34] This is a point that is strikingly similar to the discussion above, about the reciprocal relationship in the earlier exclusive Hellenistic courts between the king and his courtiers. The local elites would be able to increase their status, and the king would create cross-cultural and cross-ethnic connections in areas of the territory that had not yet been as touched by his influence.  [34:  Fischer-Bovet 2015: 31] 

What this gain in status meant in actuality for the native Egyptian elites is questionable, however, when you consider evidence such as the statues of some of these ‘kinsmen’ in temples around the chora. These statues were of local Egyptian elites who had ascended to one of the highest positions in the Hellenistic court, and depicted them wearing mitra, which was similar to the diadem worn by the king.[footnoteRef:35] There was also inscriptions in demotic or hieroglyphs that denoted them as ‘kinsmen’. Would a lower-status person, who made up the majority of the population in the chora have recognised the mitra, if they did not live in the city and witness the parallel with the clothing of the king for themselves? How many who saw the statues would be able to read the inscriptions and the information they contained about the subject’s privileged position within the court? The audience that could have fully appreciated this status symbol and what it meant was seemingly fairly limited.  [35:  Moyer 2011: 15] 


The typical Hellenistic court, which consisted of the king and his courtiers of Graeco-Macedonian origins, was not a model that accurately describes the Ptolemaic court in the third to first centuries BC. While in the earlier portion of this time frame it may be true that admittance and incorporation into the ranks of the court hierarchy was limited to the Graeco-Macedonian elite that arrived to rule the area following the death of Alexander the Great, by the second century BC it became necessary to include native Egyptian elites into the system. Ptolemaic rule was under threat and through these new relationships between king and native, a system of mediation could be achieved that helped to create links between the local peoples in the chora and the central authority. There was also assimilation between those of lower strata following the ‘civil war’ which split Egypt, and racial tensions died down. 
Greek culture was still the most dominant force, but the events of the second century BC especially meant that being Greek was no longer the only way to achieve power.[footnoteRef:36] The result was a “middle class consisting of a mixed race of Egyptian-Greeks” with a desire to maintain the Ptolemaic rule and thus their positions, wealth, and status.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Adler 2005: 31]  [37:  Adler 2005: 31] 
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