Scholarly reply to Thorne, J.A. 2001. ‘Warfare and Agriculture: The Economic Impact of Devastation in Classical Greece’.
Written in 2001, Thorne’s ‘Warfare and Agriculture: The Economic Impact of Devastation in Classical Greece’ is a reconsideration of the effects of ravaging on the ancient agricultural economy. He argues that the effects of the destruction of agricultural production were more economically severe than previous scholars have suggested and was utilised as a tool for ‘economic coercion’.[footnoteRef:1] Thorne uses Hanson’s Warfare and Agriculture in Classical Greece as an opposing viewpoint throughout his article, describing it as an “important contribution to the debate” on the effects of warfare on agriculture.[footnoteRef:2] However, he states that Hanson’s arguments are riddled with inaccuracies and not fully thought-out points, such as not fully considering the influence of the destruction of grain on the agricultural economy in his conclusions.[footnoteRef:3] As such, the purpose of Thorne’s article is to shed light onto the flaws of Hanson’s argument, and provide a new perspective of the effects of ravaging agriculture on the ancient economy.[footnoteRef:4] I believe that the true answer lies somewhere in the middle of the two arguments, as such, this essay will argue that ravaging did have a serious economic impact on the polis in which it was practiced, however, the reason that it was practiced was not as a means of ‘economic coercion’ but instead was a method of provocation into confrontation, and used as a means of symbolic domination over a polis. [1:  Thorne 2001: 227]  [2:  Thorne 2001: 226]  [3:  Thorne 2001: 226]  [4:  Thorne 2001: 225] 

Whilst devastation is mentioned frequently in the ancient sources, the specific methods that are employed rarely are.[footnoteRef:5] However, primarily using Thucydides’ account of the Peloponnesian War, Thorne’s first section attempts to reconstruct the techniques and tactics that an invading force could utilise in order to destroy an enemy’s crop and successfully ‘economically coerce’ them, concluding that burning would have been the primary tool used for destruction due to the others being too labour-intensive and time consuming, and that a general invasion would be the most destructive as it would require a total evacuation of the countryside.[footnoteRef:6] The second section of the article focuses on the methods of defence an invaded territory could employ in order to protect their countryside, concentrating heavily on evacuation and evasion.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Hanson 1998: 49-50]  [6:  Thorne 2001: 240]  [7:  Thorne 2001: 241-253] 

The main issue with the first section of the article is that Thorne assumes that the majority of farmers within a polis were subsistence farmers and as such, would forgo planting vines and olives in favour of cereals as they made up the majority of their dietary requirements.[footnoteRef:8] Whilst the dominance of subsistence farmers may have occurred in smaller poleis, for which the evidence is lacking, we know that from the evidence we do have the poleis with larger populations such as Athens were importing grain in order to sustain the growing populations, however the size of these imports are a debated topic in scholarship.[footnoteRef:9] The geography of Attica did not contain large amounts of flat land that could be utilised in the mass production of grain, instead it was more suited to the production of olives.[footnoteRef:10] However, that is not to say that grain was not still being produced by individuals, but it does suggest that Athens’ agricultural economy was more diverse than Thorne assumes.  [8:  Thorne 2001: 228]  [9:  Bissa 2009: 169]  [10:  Foxhall 2007: 112] 

On the other hand, the concept of a monocultural system is not entirely absent in the ancient world, for example, there is a large possibility that Metaponto had a monoculture of cereals, as well as the commercial, state-regulated cereal production at Heraklea.[footnoteRef:11] However, if one type of crop was being predominantly produced into an area, whilst it may give high economic yield if successful (such as export to the large importers of grain), the risks of failure are also high, being increasingly susceptible disease and other agriculture issues. Events such as these, Carter suggests, may have led to the economic decline of the chora in Metaponto.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Carter 2006: 27]  [12:  Carter 2006: 27] 

The occurrence of monoculture in the Greek world may have been rarer than Thorne implies, purely for the financial and agricultural risks associated with growing a single type of crop.[footnoteRef:13]Whilst there are poleis that do invest heavily into a particular crop, such as Acanthus focussing on grapes, and Metaponto investing in grain, this is not to say that the agriculture of the polis was diverse with various types of crops being cultivated.[footnoteRef:14] If we look at Thorne’s theory of ‘economic coercion’ it realise heavily on the efficient destruction of a single type of crop in order to be effective, however, if there is diversified cultivation, though it is still achievable, reaching to a point of destruction that could equal ‘economic coercion’ would be more difficult.  [13:  Hanson 1998: 43]  [14:  Thuc.4.85-88] 

Thorne’s theory of ‘economic coercion’ relies heavily on destruction, whether it be crops or farm buildings, to be successful. In an effort to emphasise the role of grain, and the ease of which it could be destroyed under the right conditions within his model, he blatantly ignores other types of crops stating that “it is an error… to invest the rural economy with the toughness of vines and olives when these were relatively minor components [of the diet]”[footnoteRef:15]. However, by doing this he also ignores examples of where only some, or only the threat of, destruction was necessary force an outcome.[footnoteRef:16] One such example where only the threat of destruction is necessary is that of Brasidas’ march on Acanthus, where merely the threat of destroying that year’s harvest was enough to persuade the city to revolt against the Athenians.[footnoteRef:17] On one hand, this is a prime example of how effective economic coercion can be, however, how often this scenario actually occurred is a matter for debate, as at the point of writing, I have not found another example of such a scenario occurring during this time period.  [15:  Thorne 2001: 228]  [16:  Xen. Hell. 7.5.14-15; Thuc.4.85-88]  [17:  Thuc.4.85-88] 

As mentioned previously, our greatest resource regarding devastation comes from Thucydides’ account of the Peloponnesian War. Whilst Thorne may suggest that the case study of Athens is, at its core, misleading for the argument of the economic effects of devastation, I believe that it is the most convincing example for the argument of the other purposes of devastation.[footnoteRef:18] At the start of the war with Sparta, Athens had a vast amount of resources at its disposal, at total of 10,000 talents in a reserve fund, with 600 talents coming into to the city as means of tribute from the allies within the empire, however this is not the true amount as Pericles does not take into account all forms of income.[footnoteRef:19] Furthermore, the Athenians had 300 ready-for-service triremes that could engage in defence of grain ships or other amphibious operations, allowing the flow of grain into the city to remain relatively unhindered.[footnoteRef:20] It is difficult to discern the amount of foodstuffs that 5th century Athens was importing, and is a subject of much scholarly debate.[footnoteRef:21] However, as it was a key aspect of the Periclean strategy, one must assume that it was imported in a significant enough quantity to feed the population within the city and account for the produce destroyed in the chora.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Thorne 2001: 228]  [19:  Thuc.2.13; Hornblower 2011: 157]  [20:  Thuc.2.13]  [21:  Bissa 2009: 169-172]  [22:  Thuc. 1.143. 4-5; Spence 1990: 91] 

Thucydides presents us with an example which suggests that the invasions of Attica were not just economically motivated. In Book 4, he gives an account of where an invasion of Attica only lasted 15 days, as the Peloponnesians invaded whilst the grain was still green, so that “there was a general shortage of provisions”.[footnoteRef:23] Whilst he suggests that if the grain was ripe they would have utilised it as food, he does not mention whether or not the invading destroyed the green crops, which if we follow Thorne’s theory, they would have done so in order to economically harm the Athenians. [23:  Thuc.4.6] 

If we consider for a moment that the invasions of Attica were not economically motivated, why else would they have been conducted? Some modern scholars suggest that the Peloponnesian invasions were actually a part of the ‘traditional rituals’ surrounding hoplite warfare. The invasion of the countryside was intended to ‘bait’ a polis from to come out from within its walls to face the invading force in open combat, in order to defend their crops, without necessarily having an economic .[footnoteRef:24] It is not just in Attica that we see this method occur, we see a similar method employed by the Lydian King Alyattes against the Milesians, where each year he would ravage the fields of Miletus in an attempt to draw them out from within the city.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Hanson 1998: 180; Ober 1985: 34-35; Spence 1990: 93]  [25:  Hanson 1998: 47; Hdt.1.17] 

In the case of Attica, the Peloponnesians’ initial invasions must have been expecting to follow these traditions, however, by this point the Athenians had already evacuated the chora into various defensive positions and the city proper, removing significant property out of harm’s way, taking “all their household goods, taking down even the wood-work on the houses themselves”, and the removing and transporting their live-stock to Euboia.[footnoteRef:26]  It is at this point that we must recognise the separation between the economy of the polis and the livelihood of individual resources. The Periclean strategy is so unique, in that it allowed the Athenians to mitigate the initial impact of the Peloponnesian’s ravaging by relying on its reserves of wealth to allow the state to feed its people and not directly retaliate, but rather sending out cavalry force to engage with small groups of ravaging invaders and conducting amphibious raids on the Peloponnese.[footnoteRef:27] However, for the ordinary people of the polis, these invasions meant the destruction of their homes and temples, which had only just been rebuilt after the destruction caused by the Persian invasion.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Thuc.2.10]  [27:  Spence 1990:91, 102]  [28:  Thuc.2.16] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]We find evidence for the theory that the invasions were provocative in nature by Thucydides’ description of the reaction of the population within the city walls “Their land was being laid waste in front of their very eyes …. Therefore, they felt outraged by this and wanted, especially the young, to march out and stop it.”. [footnoteRef:29]  Judging by this reaction, if it was not for Pericles’ strategy, the Athenians within the city walls would have gone to meet the invaders in open combat, and quite possibly have lost, and thus have opened Athens to the invaders. The ‘economic coercion’ theory is dependant on causing enough economic damage to the polis that it is forced to react, which especially in the case . However, what it does not take into account is the reactions of ordinary people watching their houses burn and the effect that would have on their pride, which would urge them to retaliate against the provocation.  [29:  Thuc.2.21] 

Thorne’s second and penultimate section is dedicated to how an invaded polis could defend itself against an invading force. He dedicates a large portion of this section to an analysis of the logistics surrounding a full-scale evacuation, stating that “the logistical implications for individual households have not been considered in enough detail”.[footnoteRef:30] However, I believe that Thorne’s interpretation of the logistics of evacuation is inherently flawed, in that he is once again focusing heavily on the role of grain within this system. He consistently ignores other aspects that may be as, if not more, important, such as the transportation of people or household goods.  [30:  Thorne 2001: 242] 

In this section he uses the example of transporting a year’s worth of reserve grain supply as a burden to transport from a farmstead to the place of evacuation. He bases this example on a law in Selymbria, which he applies to the Greek world, presuming that every farmstead would keep a year’s worth of grain in reserve, the weight of which he places as 1419kg.[footnoteRef:31] However, this logic is flawed as this law was published in a time of famine in Selymbria, and was part of a process in which farmers would sell grain to the state at a fixed price and keep only a years’ worth in reserve. It was also forbidden during that time to export grain, similar to the law that Solon passed in Athens.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Thorne 2001: 243; Garnsey 1989: 105; Aristot. Econ. 2.1348b-2.1349a]  [32:  Aristot. Econ. 2.1348b; Plut. Solon. 24.1.] 

However, once again turning to the example Athens, we do not see the process of evacuating the grain when the Athenians were preparing for the Peloponnesians’ invasion. Thucydides specifically states that they “brought in from the country their wives and children and all their household goods, taking down even the wood-work on the houses themselves”.[footnoteRef:33] In fact Thucydides makes no mention of crops or farms, instead stating that “Sadly and reluctantly that they now abandoned their homes and the temples time-honoured from their patriotic past”, showing that the Athenians put more value on their homes and temples, then they did on their agriculture, especially after they had just rebuilt after the destruction that the Persian invasion caused.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Thuc.2.14]  [34:  Thuc.2.16] 

In conclusion, whilst Thorne’s article is well researched and well argued, there are some fundamental flaws in his interpretation of the evidence. Throughout his article he predominantly focuses on the role of grain within a polis, sometimes seeming to exaggerate its importance. His theory of ‘economic coercion’ is a good one, with sound basis within the evidence. However, I think it is more complex then Thorne makes out, when one takes into the range of different influences that may impact the decision to use this technique, mainly that sometimes the destruction of property in order to provoke a reaction from a polis is more important than attempting to economically harm them through the destruction of crops.
In the case of the Spartan invasions of Attica, the evidence does not support the conclusion that they were primarily motivated by ‘economic coercion’, but rather that they were part of the established rituals of hoplite warfare, an attempt to provoke a reaction from Athens to meet them in open combat, however Athens’ reaction to it was on an individual level what one might expect, the urge to go and defend the polis. Although on a state level, namely the Periclean strategy, was an extraordinary response to the invasion. However, whilst the economic impact of the destruction was great, the evidence suggests that the Athenians did not place an importance on the agriculture within the chora but rather their homes and temples, which had just been rebuild after the destruction that the Persian invasions had caused.
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