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Based on the 2013 UNISA Colloquium of the same title, Mass and Elite in the 
Greek and Roman Worlds presents a collection of twelve papers that 
investigate vertical social dynamics through a diverse set of case-studies. 
These span the considerable chronological range from Late Archaic Athens 
to the Roman Near East in Late Antiquity. As Richard Evans notes in his 
preface (pp. x–xi), his choice of theme for the meeting was inspired by Josiah 
Ober’s Mass and Elite in Democratic Athens (Princeton 1989), a work which he 
claims to have been influential on later research in most areas of Classical 
research – and not just Greek history, for which it is certainly true – ever 
since. Whether or not one agrees with this somewhat sweeping assertion, it 
is a tall order to use it as an anchor for an edited collection of papers that 
cover a vast geographical and chronological scale without at least delineat-
ing a number of sub-themes. 

The first chapter, ‘Mass and elite revisited’ (pp. 1–10), is by Ober himself 
and largely deals with the genesis of his original monograph. Most readers 
will find something interesting in this, such as – in this reviewer’s case – its 
author’s serendipitous conversion from a Classical archaeologist to an 
Ancient historian in the early 1980s. Rather than an introduction to the 
volume, however, Ober’s contribution is a written-up version of the keynote 
address which he presented at the conference. Therefore, it is surprising to 
see that the editor decided to put it in place of an introduction, in the true 
sense. This is problematic. As those with the experience of editing con-
ference-based volumes will appreciate, composing the introduction often 
turns out to be the most demanding part of the job. For an overview in the 
first chapter can be pivotal in convincing one’s prospective publisher (and, 
if successful, future readers) of the thematic coherence among individual 
contributions that might sometimes be only tenuously linked.  

As a result, the readers are left to draw those thematic links for them-
selves – and such connections do exist in the volume, as the remainder of 
this review attempts to demonstrate. Although the order of the chapters is 
almost entirely chronological, the one striking exception to this rule is 
Suzanne Sharland’s contribution (‘Populating Satire 1.6: mass and elite in the 
poetry of Horace’, pp. 82–99) on Hor. Sat. 1.6, as evidence for the poet’s 
ambiguous attitude towards the relationship between his own humble 
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origins on the one hand and the elite circles within which he was moving at 
Rome. This piece is oddly sandwiched between the two thematically most 
interrelated chapters in the volume. For Loonis Logghe’s analysis (‘Plebeian 
agency in the later Roman Republic’, pp. 63–81) of plebeian agency as a 
factor in late Republican society dovetails well with Lisa Marie Mignone’s 
study (‘Living in Republican Rome: “shanty metropolis”’, pp. 100–17) of the 
socially interwoven residential patterns (‘trans-urban heterogeneity’) of 
Republican Rome. 

The relations between urban elites and masses also form the subject of 
the first four papers all of which look at different aspects of this in the con-
text of the Greek πόλις. As has already been discussed, Ober (pp. 1–10) not 
only provides an overview of historical perspectives on Athenian mass-elite 
dynamics since the publication of his original work, but he moreover lets 
the reader in on some of the thought processes that led him to write a study 
which remains highly influential among historians of Classical Greek city-
states. This influence is borne out by the late Matthew Trundle’s Chapter 11, 
‘Coinage and democracy: economic redistribution as the basis of democratic 
Athens’’ (pp. 11–20), on an economic aspect of mass-elite dynamics in later 
Archaic and Classical Athens, in which he focuses on the role which coinage 
played in mediating them. In Chapter 3, ‘The frame of mind of εὐταξία’ (pp. 
21–33), Luca Sansone di Capobianco illuminates the relationship between a 
city state’s masses and elites from the angle of Spartan battle tactics, while 
Philip Bosman (‘Ancient Cynicism: for the elite or for the masses?’, pp. 34–
48) offers an incisive analysis of Cynicism as the first movement that had the 
potential to give a marginalised group – and thus not necessarily the masses! 
– a philosophical voice. 

Evans’ discussion (‘Livy on mass and elite interaction in Syracuse in 214 
BC, libertas, multitudo, uxores’, pp. 49–62) of the interactions between masses 
and elite in Syracuse following Hieronymus’ murder in 214 BC to some extent 
provides a fitting conclusion to the chapters that are concerned with the 
Greek πόλις. At the same time, his focus almost exclusively lies on Livy’s 
narrative treatment of those events, which also links his with two other 
contributions about literary representations. These are Sharland’s piece on 
Horace (pp. 82–99, discussed above) and John Hilton’s comparative analysis 
of such literary representations from the fourth century AD (‘The cost of 
leadership: the relationship between crowds and power in the Misopogon of 
the emperor Julian and the Aethiopica of Heliodorus’, pp. 137–48).  

Religious aspects are illuminated by Clifford Ando’s Chapter, ‘City, 
village, sacrifice: the political economy of religion in the early Roman 
Empire’ (pp. 118–36), on the political economy of religion in the early Roman 
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Empire and Nicholas Baker-Brian’s contribution (‘Mass and elite in late 
antique religion: the case of Manichaeism’, pp. 165–84) about Late Antique 
Manichaeism. Although these two pieces are very different in outlook and 
methodology, both are interested in the extent to which religion obstructed 
social mobility from the masses to the elites. In addition, Ando’s chapter also 
introduces another analytical category for the study of mass-elite inter-
action, namely the relationship between urban and rural sectors of society. 
This theme otherwise remains under-explored in the volume but would 
certainly merit further and – as in the case of Ando’s chapter – comparative 
investigation. Finally, although Helmut Ziche’s chapter, ‘From mass to elite 
in the later Roman Empire: framing the problem of mass to elite social 
mobility’ (pp. 149–64) does not deal with religion, its focus on social mobility 
– or rather, its absence – in the later Roman Empire gives it a degree of 
thematic correspondence to Ando and Baker-Brian’s papers, quite apart 
from offering an explicit discussion of a topic (vertical mobility) which the 
reader might reasonably expect to find in a volume on interactions between 
mass and elite. 

In summary, the volume is salvaged by the quality of the individual 
contributions. As this review has attempted to show, more thematic links 
exist between the chapters than would appear to be the case at first sight, 
and it is a pity that this potential was not realised more effectively during 
the process of editing. 

The book is well produced, and few typographical errors occur. However, 
the appearance of the typeface is unattractive, with too much small text 
squeezed onto each page, as has regrettably become the norm in Routledge’s 
more recent publications in Classical Studies. The same goes for the end 
notes that discourage proper consultation of the authors’ research, and a 
general bibliography at the end of the book (as opposed to one following 
each chapter) makes little sense in a collection of papers that will most 
probably be read independently from each other. Finally, at £130 the cost of 
the relatively slender book is prohibitive and will discourage libraries and 
individuals from purchasing it. 
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