
Metics in Athens  

Background:  

- Metics—Ancient Greek: μέτοικοι / metoikoi refers to a resident foreigner who lived in a 

polis but was not a citizen and had few political rights  

o This definition comes from lexicographical and literary sources preserved in later 

commentaries and lexica (scholia), which distinguish metics from other categories 

of resident people. These ancient definitions survive in collections and fragments  

- They were usually foreigners who settled in Athens and sometimes included freed 

enslaved peoples (who were also legally defined as metics)  

- Metics could live indefinitely in Athens, engage in economic activity, and participate in 

courts with an Athenian sponsor (prostates), but they could not vote or own land and 

were subject to special tax obligations (metoikion) 

o This was a residence tax paid by metics with lexicographical sources citing poll 

tax's amounted to around 12 drachmas a year for men and six drachmas for 

women  

o This act of regular and direct taxation was a strong statement of the secondary 

status metics had in Athens  

- Metic status becomes historically visible through legal texts, inscriptions, and later 

commentary, but how and when the status of metics evolved is continually debated 

among scholars  

- The term likely developed either right before or alongside Pericles’ citizenship law of 

451 BCE  

▪ The earliest epigraphic evidence for legal status also roughly dates to mid-

5th century BCE specifically IG 13 244 in relation to ritual laws in the 

Scambonidae deme  

• This deme is mentioned in various inscriptions regarding financial 

and civic matters  

Primary Evidence: How We Reconstruct Their Status  

Official civic inscriptions 

- In Athens, metics were identified in official documents by name followed by their deme 

of residence and a phrase indicating foreign status (e.g., – οἰκῶν ἐν) which distinguishes 

them from citizens (who are identified by deme alone).  

- These surviving inscriptions along with legal documents particularly court cases and 

lawsuits highlight that metics were not slaves but also not citizens who possessed limited 

rights and no political participation  



 

Face C IG 13 244 

- Translation: Ordinances of Skambonidai.[1]The demarch and the sacred officials shall [sacrifice]5 

a full-grown victim to Leos,[2] allocation (?) of [the?]spits[3] to each of the Skambonidai, and the 

metics[4] shall have a share, in the agora of10 Skambonidai;to (deities) or at (festival) they shall 

sacrifice [a full-grown victim?]and distribute . . .. . .. . .15 . . .. . . ; at the Synoikiaon the Acropolis[5] a 

full-grown victim and sell the meat raw; at the Epizephyria[6]20 in the Pythion a [full-grown 

victim?]and sell the meat raw; at the - (?)in the same way (?) 

 

Tax and legal inscriptions 

- Other epigraphic evidence includes tax lists and decrees awarding privileges or records of 

property dispositions involving metics (e.g., property confiscated from condemned 

individuals that belonged to a metic)  

Literary and Legal Sources—how Metics Appear in Ancient Literature  

Oratory and Legal speeches 

- Attic orators such as Lysias and Demosthenes mention metics in legal contexts (e.i., 

obligations, tax, liturgies) or as parties in litigation. These speeches are primary evidence 

showing how Athenians argued about and used metic status in real civic disputes  

- It's through these legal speeches that the “othering”, structural inequities, and social 

hierarchies are highlighted and show how separate metics were from political power.  

o Demosthenes (384-322 BCE) was a Greek statesmen and Orator in ancient 

Athens. He made his living as a professional speech writer (logographer) and 

lawyer writing speeches for private legal suits.  

o Lysias (458-380 BCE) was a prominent Athenian logographer and was a wealthy 

metic. He was able to inherit and own property from his father Cephalus which 
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classified him and his brother as isoteleis (ἰσοτελεῖς), metics who paid only the 

same tax as citizens. This excluded him from the special metoikion tax on metics  

 

 

- (Demosth. 57.48) 

o This is an oratorical speech written by Demosthenes delivered around 345 BCE 

by a citizen names Euxitheus defending his citizenship against Eubulides who 



was the leader of the Halimus deme. Euxitheus is accused of not being of proper 

Athenian descent and faces enslavement if the appeal fails.  

Philosophical and Political texts  

- Aristotle in the Politics, contrast metics with citizens and notes their exclusion from 

courts and offices. This is a later source but helps interpret classical practices  

- In this section of Politics, he tries to define what a citizen is and is not  

 

 

- (Arst. Pol. 1275a 5-23) 



 

 

- (Xenoph. Vect. 2.6) 

o Ways and Means believed to be Xenophon’s last written work, he responds to 

political statements that expressed Athen’s unfair behavior against other cities 

was due to poverty. In this section he talks about the lives of metics and how they 

can be beneficial to the state if their lived experiences are recognized. 

 

Tragedy and Drama as Indirect Evidence  



- In some cases, classical literature alludes to metics in dramatic representations. 

Euripides’ Suppliants may allude to metic status and its social perception in the late 5th 

century BCE  

o These allusions don’t define legal status but show how the concept resonated in 

cultural imagination  

 

 


