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SUMMARY

Petitions and Social Relationships in Hellenistic Egypt

Mai IsHIDA

Petition-and-response was one of the traditional form of communication
between royal governors and local people in ancient Egypt and the practice of
petitioning continued well into the Graeco-Roman period. Recent studies on
the Ptolemaic petitions and police system have led to a greater understanding of
the extent of local officials’ autonomy. However, why the old petitioning system
continued in a Greek-ruled society has not been examined. This paper aims to
illustrate how the government officials and local people built a relationship in
the practice of petition-and-response.

In this paper, I investigate the process of acceptance and use of the petition
procedure using Greek documents found in the Fayum villages. This study fo-
cuses on three aspects of interactions between the petitioner and the respondent.
We show that the petition-and-response process of Hellenistic Egypt was an ag-
gregation of dynamic and complex social interactions in these results.

First, we found a large number of petitions addressed to the Ptolemy, that
were filed in the office of the strategos of the Arsinoites in the third century BC.
We can assume that the Ptolemy as the Egyptian Pharaoh, who had secured jus-
tice since ancient times, and the strategos as the agent of the pharaoh, attracted
many petitions from the local people, of whom the majority were Egyptians.
Second, on the other hand, a local officer like Zenon who had strong connec-
tions with upper officials directly received petitions in his district. The manner
of petitioning was established in the local community while connected to mul-
tiple networks within administrative organ. Third, petitions from the second
century BC onwards were delivered to various addressees, especially lower-level
officials; some played a role of conduit to upper officials, and some dealt directly
with complaints. The case study of Menches, a village scribe from Kerkeosiris,
suggests that village officials gradually developed confidence in dealing with the
daily business of responding to the frequent petitions.



