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In the second half of the second century aAD Pausanias travelled around Greece
in order to describe local myths and the monuments still present.' In the small
city of Troezen, not far from Athens, he recorded certain stories about Theseus,
the greatest Athenian hero: ‘when Heracles visited Pittheus at Troezen he laid
down the lion’s skin at dinner, and there came in to him some Troezenian
children, among whom was Theseus, then just seven years old. They say that
when the rest of the children saw the skin they ran away, but that Theseus, not
much afraid, slipped out, snatched an axe from the servants, and at once came
on in earnest, thinking the skin was a lion.” According to Pausanias, ‘this is the
first story the Troezenians tell of him.” The second is this: ‘Aegeus deposited
boots and a sword under a rock as tokens of the boy’s identity, and then sailed
away to Athens; but when Theseus was sixteen years old, he pushed up the rock
and carried off what Aegeus had deposited there. There is a statue on the
Acropolis illustrative of this story: it is all of bronze except the rock.”

In literature the story of Theseus’ stay in Troezen is first attested in the
Hellenistic poet Callimachus. However, the scene of Theseus lifting the rock
already occurs on Athenian and Etruscan vases from the middle of the fifth
century, which proves that the story easily predates the Hellenistic age.’
Apparently, it had remained alive in Troezen because of the presence of a
monument — a not uncommon prompt in antiquity for the collective memory.*
But why was a son of the Athenian king living in Troezen? We find relevant
‘information’ in Plutarch’s biography, which relates that Pittheus was the
father-in-law of Aegeus.’ In other words, Theseus was being raised by his
maternal grandfather, which is a clear case of fosterage: that is, the education
by foster parents instead of the biological parents.
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The Greek verb used for ‘raise’ is trephd, which is the usual verb in such
cases. Normally, we translate it ‘feed’, but the passage in Pausanias shows that
such a translation overlooks the educational factor.® The connection between
‘feeding’ and ‘educating’ is not only found in ancient Greece. In the Latin
texts of the Celts the foster-father is called nutricius; the Germanic root of
fosterage, *fod-, lies at the basis of English ‘food’; and Latin alumnus,
“fosterchild’, derives from the verb alo, ‘feed’.” It seems clear that the Greek
vocabulary for fosterage goes back to ancient times and is, perhaps, even of
Indo-European origin.

Plutarch also mentions that Theseus had a private tutor in the shape of
Connidas. The name of this Athenian mythological hero is derived from
konnos, one of the various terms in Greece for the hairstyle of male adoles-
cents.® The paidagbgos as such did not yet exist in archaic Greece and is an
anachronism here,’ but the name of the tutor underlines the educational aspect
of Theseus’ fosterage.

The education of a boy by his maternal grandfather is not uncommon in the
literature of archaic Greece and is already mentioned in the Iliad."® The Trojan
Iphidamas was raised (the Greek uses a form of the verb trephd) by Cisseus,
his métropator (X1 221-4), and Neoptolemus was raised on the island of
Scyrus, where his father Achilles had left him with his father-in-law Lycome-
des (XIX 326-7). The motif is still used by Furipides in his tragedy Cresphon-
tes, where after the murder of his father the homonymous protagonist is raised
by his mother’s father, the Arcadian king Cypselus. We know this from later
sources, since a papyrus fragment of the Cresphontes breaks off virtually after
the words ‘his mother’s father . .. "."

The relation between fosterage and the mother’s family is unique, and in
our tradition we do not find any examples of a comparable role for the father’s
family. Studies of Greek kinship have always stressed the importance of the
father’s family (see below). None of them has paid any attention to the role of
the mother’s family in the education. This silence has led me to pose some
questions about Greek kinship relations. First, are there more examples of this
unexpected interest on the part of the mother’s family? Secondly, if this is
indeed the case, what is the best way of characterizing Greek kinship
relations? Finally, what was the function of fosterage, and what does this
educational practice tell us about the place of children in ancient society?"

These questions direct us to a theme that has often attracted the attention
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of anthropologists, namely kinship relations, and within those relations the
place of children. The theme could probably fill a book, and we have to limit
ourselves. I shall concentrate on archaic Greece and Athens, the city about
which we are best informed. However, as I shall also touch on the period
before the rise of the polis, my results may well be of comparative interest for
investigations into the kinship systems of the tribal Celts and Germanic
peoples, as well as for students of the earlier Middle Ages.

The role of the maternal family

In archaic Greece, children could not only be raised by their maternal
grandfather, they could even become his successor, since in Greek mythology
there are various examples where a king lacks a son and is succeeded by his
daughter’s son.” Perseus left his son behind with his wife Andromeda’s father
Cepheus, who had no sons; Leucippus left the throne of Sicyon to his
daughter’s son, because he had no male heir; and Hippothous requested the
kingdom of his maternal grandfather Cercyon as his rightful inheritance. In
two other cases, a grandfather was succeeded by his daughter’s sons, even
though he did have sons of his own. As we do not have any ‘historical’
examples of such a succession, we cannot be absolutely certain that in this
respect myth closely reflects reality. However, we may at least note that one of
those cases, that of Bellerophon, took place in Anatolia, where in the time of
the Hittites succession by a daughter’s son had indeed been the rule."

The potential candidacy of a daughter’s son for the throne may well explain
the attempt by a grandfather to kill his grandson. When, according to the
mythographer ‘Apollodorus’ (his real name is unknown), ‘Acrisius inquired of
the oracle how he should get male children, the god said that his daughter
would give birth to a son who would kill him. Fearing that, Acrisius built a
brazen chamber underground and there guarded Danae . . . When Acrisius
afterwards learned that she had got a child, Perseus, he would not believe that
she had been seduced by Zeus, and putting his daughter with the child in a
chest, he cast it into the sea’. When Perseus had reached adulthood, he
returned home, accidentally killed his grandfather and so became king.”

How can we interpret this myth? It should be clear by now that scholarship
must be extremely careful in using mythology in order to reconstruct ideas and
practices in archaic Greece. Yet we have learned from mistakes in the past, and
surely some progress has been made. One of the more fertile insights, which
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has recently been developed, stresses that myths play a role in making explicit
aspects of Greek civilization which remain hidden in daily life, such as
collective fears." A good illustration is the role of women in (male-produced)
myth, where they are frequently pictured as aggressive and dominant in a way
that cannot have been the reflection of daily experience. Many myths,
therefore, tell us more about the unconscious Angst of the Greek male than
about real-life relations. It seems that the myth of Perseus made manifest one
of these fears, since some kings must have feared that their daughters’ sons
would not wait for their death or abdication.

The myth probably tells us something too, albeit in an indirect manner,
about the relationship between a grandfather and his daughter’s son, as may be
apparent from a comparison with the relationship between fathers and sons.”
The latter relationship was considered so important (though more along lines
of loyalty, respect and obedience than affection) that the producers of myth
could not imagine a premeditated parricide. If it ever came about that a son
was the cause of his father’s death, then he could not possibly have known that
the victim was his father: witness Oedipus. Alternatively, he caused his
father’s death simply by mistake, as when Theseus forgot to change the sails
after his victory over the Minotaur. All later sources stress the affectionate
character of the relationship between a grandfather and his daughter’s son.
This is well illustrated by the words of Orestes about his maternal grandfather
Tyndareus in Euripides’ Orestes (462-5): ‘Indeed, he raised me [again a form
of the verb rrephd] when I was still small and he fully accomplished the signs
of friendship regarding me: he carried me, the son of Agamemnon, around,
and also Leda [the grandmother: a very rare mention of the mother’s mother]
— honouring me no less than the Dioscuri [their own children].” The
relationship will hardly have been different in archaic Greece. The myth of
Perseus, then, is also an early witness to this affectionate relationship, since the
myth could not possibly imagine a premeditated murder of the maternal
grandfather.’®

Besides a good relationship with the maternal grandfather, there are a
number of testimonies to a good relationship with the maternal uncle, who was
also the favourite uncle among the Romans, Germanic peoples and Celts, and
remained so in the High Middle Ages: the Dutch word for ‘uncle’, oom (Ger-
man Oheim, Old English eam) derives from the original Germanic word for
maternal uncle, which from the twelfth century onwards, but only gradually,



FOSTERAGE, KINSHIP, AND THE CIRCULATION OF CHILDREN 5

began to acquire the meaning of paternal uncle.” However, in the Greek world
the difference between maternal and paternal uncle was less marked than in the
Roman world, where patruus became synonymous with ‘very strict, severe’.

The maternal uncle has an educational, even initiatory, function in the
myths of Odysseus, Meleager and the expedition of Jason with his Argonauts.
Even though the classical period no longer practised an initiation proper, the
maternal uncle continued to play an inspirational role for his nephew, since
several nephews choose the same profession as their maternal uncle, such as
Plato’s sister’s son and Callimachus’ homonymous sister’s son.” The relation-
ship with the maternal uncle will often have been better than that with the
maternal grandfather, since differences in age were much smaller and in many
cases the maternal grandfather must already have passed away. Evidently, the
Greeks, like many other Indo-European peoples (I limit myself to those
civilizations I have some acquaintance with), tackled the difficult combination
of affection and discipline in the education of the young by dividing it between
the father and the maternal uncle. The modern father — and I speak from ex-
perience - is not always so successful.

In classical Athens, only males had a public identity, and it was not
customary to mention respectable women by name in public during their
lifetime: the same woman could be called ‘the wife of x’, ‘the daughter of
y’, or ‘the mother of z’.* These circumstances mean that we are hardly able
to say anything about the relationship between a woman and her maternal
uncle. It is therefore interesting to note that in Aristophanes’ Clouds the
adolescent Phidippides is strongly under the influence of his mother’s
maternal uncle, whom he himself (vv. 46, 124) also calls ‘uncle’. Evidently,
despite the isolation to which Greek women were subjected, it was not
uncommon for a woman to receive visits from her maternal uncle. It is clear,
then, that the mother’s family hardly played some negligible role in Greek
life.” It even seems to have been the case that the role of the mother’s family
in the education was more important than that of the father. This
preponderance may well be explained by the fact that Greek fathers left
the education of the younger children mainly to the mother. It was only later
in adolescence that they stepped in and took the education of the sons into
their own hands.”

Are there any other spheres of life where the family of the one side was
more important than that of the other? Unfortunately, we are not in the position
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of the modern anthropologist who can settle in a Greek community and make
a close study of local relationships.” Yet we are not totally deprived of
possibilities, since there exist at least four situations in which we can
reasonably analyse the functioning of both families: war, legal proceedings,
adoption, and death.

We begin with war in archaic Greece. In the Iliad, Hector is regularly
assisted by his family in the fight against the Greeks. Evidently, such help
could be expected at critical moments. But from whose family did his help
come, from that of his father Priam or that of his mother Hecuba? After Hector
with his Trojan troops has advanced right into the camp of the Greeks, Ajax
and his allies kill three full paternal cousins, namely Clytius (XV 421-2),
Dolops (XV 543) and Melanippus (XV 576-8), and a paternal second cousin,
Laodamas (XV 516-7), one after the other. And in the somewhat later pseudo-
Hesiodic Catalogue of Women (fr. 212a), Patroclus is not called the friend of
Achilles, as we would have expected, but his paternal cousin. We may also
note that, during his labours, Heracles is always accompanied by his brother’s
son Iolaus. On the other hand, one could also enter battle with one’s maternal
uncle: Apollo appeared to Hector in the shape of his mother’s brother Asius in
order to exhort him to challenge Patroclus; Achilles’ sister’s son Menesthius
was second in command of his fleet; and during the famous campaign of the
Seven against Thebes, Adrastus was accompanied by his sister’s son
Hippomedon.® The Greeks were not unique in this respect. In the early
Germanic world and the medieval society of the chansons de geste, the
maternal uncle is often assisted in battle by his nephew; here we may also
recall that in ancient Israel, David’s army was commanded by Joab, his sister’s
son.”” In archaic Greece, anyhow, there does not seem to have been a
significant difference between the assistance offered by the father’s or the
mother’s family, at least not in our fictional sources.

Let us now move to historical Athens, where our second example concerns
the presence of kin during court cases. From the many orations of the fourth
century which have survived we are able to gain considerable insight into how
far relatives were called up as positive witnesses and from which side, that of
the father or that of the mother, one could expect the most support. From a
detailed investigation, Sally Humphreys concludes that ‘ties traced through
women seem to have been rather more likely to produce support than those
traced through males . . . and there is perhaps a slight tendency for matrikin to
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appear as more supportive than patrikin, although the difference is certainly
not statistically significant.’® This conclusion seems to me very important,
since it is precisely in this area of court cases that we have much Athenian
evidence at our disposal.

We are also not badly informed in our third area, adoption, even though
most of the material derives from the same orations. In classical Athens,
unlike archaic Greece, marriage was subjected to various legal rules, and
parents had to give the bride a dowry.® An heiress without brothers, the
epikléros, was obliged to marry first her paternal uncle.” If he was unable or
unwilling to fulfil his duty, he had to procure a dowry in order to enable the
heiress to marry. However, the husband of the heiress did not become the
owner of her possessions. On the contrary, only his sons became the new
owners and thus in fact inherited from their mother’s father. This practice too
points to the importance of the mother’s family. It was also possible for a
father to keep the inheritance within the family by adopting the future
husband of his daughter, in which case the genealogy of the daughter’s son
would lead back to the maternal family.” This custom, perhaps, is a
continuation of the Homeric uxorilocal marriages discussed below.” From the
nearly forty attested cases of adoption only a few concern those of a male
agnate by the male line, and even those are mostly only posthumous; the case
of the adoption by the father’s father is even rather complicated because the
adoptee himself was, through adoption, also the paternal uncle of his own
mother! On the other hand, we have at least six cases of adopting the sister’s
son, one case of the grandson of a sister’s son, and one of the brother of the
wife. In this area the mother’s family seems to have been by far the more
favoured.”

Finally, death. Were Athenians customarily buried in a family grave and, if
s0, who was considered to be family? Unfortunately, our information is rather
scanty, since the older graves in particular contain no epitaphs or only
insufficient ones. In many later cases we find the nuclear family or parts
thereof, for example a brother or a sister. If there are two generations, the grave
usually also contains the children of brothers or sisters; there is even a burial
together with a maternal uncle. Graves with three generations usually contain
father, son and grandson with the respective wives and (unmarried?)
daughters, and we have at least one grave with relatives on the mother’s side.*
The famous orator Isocrates, who occupied a very prominent grave, was
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buried with his parents, his brother, his adopted son with his two sons, but also
with his mother’s sister and her son.»

The character of Greek kinship relations

Up to now analysts of Greek kinship relations have limited themselves to a
study of the kinship terminology within a comparative Indo-European
framework. Despite variations in detail, virtually all have reached the
conclusion that the Indo-European kinship system was endogamous, patri-
archal, patrilocal and patrilineal*® Certainly, their investigations have often
enriched our understanding and knowledge, but without exception they also
fail in two respects. First, they are still moving within the nineteenth-century
tradition, which looked at the nuclear family from an evolutionistic point of
view and was especially interested in the reconstruction of the primeval
situation. This perspective has maintained itself almost up to the present day,
but is increasingly open to criticism: the most recent research stresses the
socio-cultural context of the kinship relations instead of the traditional
reduction of these relations to a kind of higher algebra with numerous
diagrams.” Secondly, earlier investigations virtually always involved a direct
step from kinship terminology to kinship system. Consequently, they hardly
took into consideration social variations or tensions within the system,
relationships not covered by the terminology, or diachronous developments
within individual Indo-European traditions.® In the light of these objections,
we may ask to what extent we can still accept as valid the formulation
‘endogamous, patriarchal, patrilocal and patrilineal’?

Let us start with the problem of endogamy, which has attracted the
attention of Indo-Europeanists and classicists only more recently. According
to Emile Benveniste (1902-69), the Greeks and other Indo-European peoples
practised matrilateral cross-cousin marriage: that is, a marriage of ego with a
daughter of the mother’s brother. Benveniste did not produce any specific
instances of this kind of marriage, but deduced its existence from the (near)
identity of the words for mother’s father and mother’s brother, for example
Greek métrds or Latin avus and avunculus.” However, if ego did not marry his
mother’s brother’s daughter as a rule,” in the archaic age he certainly seemed
to have not infrequently married her sister, witness Diomedes (/liad V 412),
Iphidamas ({liad X1 221-2), Aeetes (Hesiod, Theogony 352-6) and Pandion
(Apollodorus 3.14.8); or at least he courted her, as Actaeon did (Acusilaus fr.
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4). On the other hand, there were also marriages with the brother’s daughter,
as with Alcinous (Odyssey VII 63-6) or Cretheus and Amythaon (Apollodorus
1.9.11); in the case of Alcinous, Homer even explicitly mentions that he
married an heiress, which seems to point already to the practice of the
epikléros in the classical period. It would appear that there is a certain
preference for the mother’s family in these cases.

The type of marriage with a member of the older generation hardly seems
to have survived into classical Athens, but we do hear of a marriage with the
brother’s daughter (Lysias 32.4 and [Demosthenes] 43.73), and of an offer of
such a marriage, even though it was declined (Demosthenes 44.10); the
marriage of the orator Lysias with his sister’s daughter was even more
exceptional ([Demosthenes] 59.22). Lysias was a metic and his possibilities
may thus have been rather limited: from the time of Pericles, Athenians
could marry legally only with children of two Athenian parents. We have
virtually no information about practice outside Athens, but the Spartan King
Leonidas had married Gorgo, the daughter of his brother Cleomenes (Hero-
dotus 7.239), and in his Life of Dio (6) Plutarch mentions that Dionysius I (c.
430-367), a tyrant of Syracuse, had married his daughter Arete to his brother
and after his death to the brother of one of his two wives. Presumably, the
tyrant did not want to enter into an alliance with any one of the prominent
families of Syracuse in order to avoid a jealous reaction on the part of the
others.

After the archaic period, if they wanted to marry a member of their family,
the Athenians preferred a partner of their own generation, even if the husband
was usually twice the age of his wife.* It is impossible to establish the
frequency of endogamous marriage in classical Athens, since we need at least
five names in order to be certain of the exact relationship. Yet though literary
sources and inscriptions tend to be insufficiently informative — and in any case,
as we have seen, the names of respectable women often went unmentioned —
we can still give some indications. From the fifteen or so Athenian marriages
of which we can establish the exact relationship, there are roughly as many
matrilateral as patrilateral parallel-cousin instances — that is, marriages with
the daughter of a mother’s sister or the father’s brother. In the second half of
the fourth century, Menander even wrote one of his comedies around this
theme. His play, the Aspis, ends with marriages of a boy with the daughter of
his paternal uncle and of his sister with the stepson of her paternal uncle.*
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In passing we may note that, in addition to class endogamy, the Athenians
were familiar with a degree of local endogamy, since a number of marriages
were clearly concluded within a specific deme. It was even the case that after
a marriage with a partner of another deme, the children (so to speak) married
back into the original deme. Once again, our prosopographical data are limited
and not crystal-clear, because we do not know whether those epitaphs are local
which do not indicate an origin from a certain deme. In any case, it was very
normal to marry outside one’s own deme: of the 131 marriages about which
we have the necessary data, 89 concern marriages with a partner from a
different deme.®

This kind of ‘extra-demal’ marriage is well illustrated by an inscription
from the mid-fourth century, which concerns a dedication to the goddess
Athena by a grandfather, his three sons and three grandsons. Whereas the sons
all belong to the deme Phlya, the three grandsons come from three different
demes. The variance in origin indicates that the youths were his daughter’s
sons, who accompanied their fathers during important religious activities.
Such shared religious activities were not uncommon. When the plaintiffs, in a
fourth-century oration by Isaeus, wish to demonstrate that they are the children
of Ciron’s daughter, they offer the following proof: ‘for, as was natural, secing
that we were the sons of his own daughter, Ciron never offered a sacrifice
without our presence.” We find a similar sacrifice in the Spartan version of the
myth of Cresphontes, where the father of Cresphontes’ wife invites his
daughter’s sons to sacrifice with him to Zeus Akraios: a further example of the
close relationship between a grandfather and his daughter’s sons.*

Endogamy, then, was an established, but certainly not the ruling, practice,
in archaic and classical times: famous couples, such as Hector and
Andromache, or Odysseus and Penelope, were no family at all and did not
come from the same communities.*

We can be much briefer about patriarchy. Albeit less marked than in Rome,
the strictly patriarchal nature of which has admittedly been qualified in recent
investigations,™ the position of the father was unassailable in Greece. In this
respect there is little difference of opinion between recent Greek and Indo-
European research.

On the other hand, the patrilocal aspect has become more problematic.
Although in general we can still maintain that classical Greece was patrilocal,
we do have to be careful. According to the mythological tradition, it was not
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unusual in the world of archaic Greece that a king with only a daughter
selected a macho son-in-law who subsequently came to live with him and, one
may suppose, in due time would succeed him. There are various examples of
these filiacentric marriages in Homer, such as those involving Tydeus (Iliad
XIV 121), Bellerophon (who also received half of his father-in-law’s
kingdom: Iliad VI 191-3), and Odysseus (who was offered Nausicaa by her
father, the Phacacian king Alcinous: Odyssey VII 311-6). Elsewhere we hear
of Heracles, who received Megara from Creon and was appointed to a kind of
viceroyship over Thebes. The same type of marriage is still regularly
mentioned in the tragedies of Euripides. Here, the occurrence is probably a
case of mythological continuity rather than a reflection of living practice,
although cases of uxorilocal marriages are actually attested in Athens.”

Although our main evidence is mythological and dates from the archaic
age, the Athenian evidence strongly suggests that these cases were not just
fiction but did reflect a historical reality. This type of marriage, then, clearly
shows up one of the weaknesses of current analyses, since these do not
differentiate between social groups or between ideology and practice.®
Evidently, the social élite felt no difficulty in deviating from the norm of
patrilocality. It is therefore not acceptable when one of the most influential
post-war classicists, Jean-Pierre Vernant, states that these cases point to a crise
in the marriage structure. Vernant is clearly influenced by Claude Lévi-
Strauss’ theories about marriage as primarily an alliance between two groups,
but this view is hardly valid for ancient Greece.”

If the principle of patrilocality can only be accepted with some
qualifications, what about patrilinearity? In this matter, modern anthropolo-
gists pay much more attention than their predecessors to the difference
between representation and reality. Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard (1902-73),
perhaps the greatest anthropologist of this century, could still, without batting
an eyelid, write that only the underlying model was of importance: ‘actualities
are always changing and passing while the principle endures.” Modern
anthropologists try to distinguish between the ruling ideology of a community
and the actual feeling and behaviour of its members. As traditional
investigations focused on terminology, they never got far enough to study
behaviour and they were certainly not interested in possible ideological
aspects of kinship structure.”

When we look at real behaviour by the Greeks, the Athenians in particular,
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we do at once notice that the maternal family does not play a subordinate part
at all. The maternal relatives were extremely important, perhaps even more
important than the paternal, not only during the period of education but in
everyday life more generally, as the counsels’ pleas illustrate. The reason for
this importance is probably to be found in the relationship between brother and
sister, which was closer than that between brother and brother or sister and
sister, as is also the case in modern Greece. The brother was the protector of
the sister and the only man, except her husband and mother’s brother, who
could freely visit her. And even those visits were not always without their
problems, since prominent politicians were regularly accused of incest.” For
example, the flamboyant Alcibiades was reproached with visiting his sister
‘not as her brother but as her husband’ (Lysias 14.28). Moreover, the tie
between a mother and her children was closer than that with the father. As a
character in Euripides’ Erechtheus (fr. 358) says: ‘Nothing is more delightful
to children than a mother.’*

Both sides of the family, then, played an important role in Greek kinship
relations. It even seems to have been the case that this practice of bilaterality
influenced terminology, since in the course of the fifth century the separate
terms for father’s brother and mother’s brother were replaced by one new
term, theios, just as the new term kédestai replaced the various terms for the
maternal and paternal relatives. It is not easy to gain an idea of changes in
Greek kinship structures over a long period of time, but another example is the
existence of an old terminology which seems to indicate the one-time
domination of the extended family, although the nuclear family was the norm
in historical Greece.”

Does the important role played by both sides of the family suggest that we
should speak of ‘ego-centered bilateral kindred’ ?** Such a view probably goes
too far. Athenian citizenship was mainly determined by the membership of the
phratria and the phulé, both of which recruited their members only along
patrilineal lines.”® Moreover, the ideal inheritance always went via the paternal
line (albeit in the case of an only daughter the practice was different). In
addition, a legitimate son always called himself after his father and traced his
descent via the paternal line, whereas names derived from the mother
(matronymics) were used for illegitimate children despite the fact that in
archaic genealogical poetry, like the Hesiodic Caralogue, women still played
a prominent role in the family tree.* The patrilineal ideology even verged on
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the grotesque, as when philosophers like Anaxagoras and poets like Aeschylus
and Euripides suggest that the mother, from a biological point of view, is not
really a parent because she merely provides the place in which the male seed
can develop.”

Given the importance of the paternal line in citizenship and inheritance and
the clear patrilineal ideology, but also given the importance of the maternal
line in everyday practice, the qualifications ‘patrilineal’ or ‘bilateral’ to
characterize Greek kinship relations seem inappropriate. Rather, I would use
the term ‘asymmetrical bilateral’, the characterization used of the Greek
countryside in recent times by modern anthropology:* the importance of the
paternal family seems to have been more prominent in public life, certainly at
the ideological level.”

Fosterage and the circulation of children

Let us now return to the fosterage of Theseus. The custom of not educating
one’s own children, but leaving this task to others, was and is widespread.”
But why do people take in children not their own? One reason may well be that
these children carry out all kinds of useful duties. Our Greek material is not
very helpful in this respect, but the Roman evidence shows that children,
wherever we have information about them, had to contribute to survival by
participation in economic life, be it as maid, farm hand, assistant to an
entertainer, or servant of a smith — as is still the case in many parts of the world
today.® It is also striking how often words meaning ‘child’ or ‘youth’ have
developed into the meaning ‘slave’ or ‘servant’, such as Greek pais,” Latin
puer, western-European page, French garcon, valet and bachelier,” Old
English cniht, cnapa and thegn (related to Greek teknon, ‘child’), and Dutch
and German knecht | Knecht, deerne | Dirne and dienstmaagd | Magd. It used
to be very normal in western Europe to employ youths as servants, and things
were not that different in ancient Greece.*

Admittedly, the function of the fosterchild as helping hand does not explain
the prominent role of the maternal family in fosterage and therefore hardly
explains the origins of the phenomenon. There is no recent study of the matter,
but in 1893 the Dutch ethnologist S.R. Steinmetz (1862-1940) published a
detailed article on the subject, the scope of whose investigations remains
unsurpassed.® Unlike most modern anthropologists, Steinmetz was strongly
interested in contemporary ethnology and historical sources, a combination
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which for a long time would be very hard to find among anthropologists and
historians, with the notable exception of my famous compatriot Johan
Huizinga.®® A rapprochement between spokesmen for the two approaches
would only gradually get under way again in the 1960s, with Evans-Pritchard
in the vanguard.®’

Steinmetz collected data from the whole world and was struck by the
prominence of the maternal family. The quest he began is certainly not over,
and, inter alia, his collection of evidence for fosterage by the maternal family
among Germanic and Celtic peoples is far from complete.® Steinmetz even
missed the occurrence of fosterage in Germanic mythology, where the Ger-
manic supreme god Wodan was raised by Bolthorn, the father of his mother
Bestla.®

In the spirit of his time, Steinmetz thought he could explain the prominence
of the maternal family as a ‘survival’ of an earlier matriarchy, but this
nineteenth-century construct no longer merits serious attention. Moreover, he
failed to distinguish between primitive egalitarian communities and more
developed and hierarchical societies. This made him overlook the fact that
fosterage can symbolize submission, since in the world of the Nordic sagas it
was usually an inferior who educated the child of a social superior. It was for
this reason that the English king Aethelstan refused to foster the child of the
Norse king Harald.™

The Germanic material in particular, but also the Caucasian evidence
collected by Steinmetz, clearly shows that feudal societies used fosterage to
bolster ties between the higher and lower strata of society. Some kings
transformed the institution in such a way that they educated the sons of
aristocrats at court, and thus killed two birds with one stone, not only by
creating ties of loyalty between their own sons and those of the aristocracy, but
also by checking possible competitors. This education of young aristocrats at
court is well attested among the Macedonians, and it remained popular among
their Hellenistic successors, who selected youths from the sons of the king’s
Friends, men of letters and military advisors. Callimachus and Eratosthenes
were most likely raised at the court of Ptolemy, and the institution was still
alive enough in the second-century Near East for the author of the Book of
Daniel (1.3f) to picture the three youths of the fiery furnace as such pages.”
The probably independent existence of this institution among the Franks,
Normans, Anglo-Saxons and English suggests that fosterage provided
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opportunities whose potential was variously realizable according to the period
and royal aspirations.”

The element of alliance may well have been the most important function of
fosterage with the maternal family in archaic Greece. Marriage had created a
tie between two families which would be strengthened by the education of a
sister’s or daughter’s son. This interpretation gains in force, in my opinion,
from the fact that ‘gift-exchange’, in the widest meaning of the word,
functioned as the ‘basic organizing mechanism’ of archaic society,” as Moses
Finley (1912-86) first argued in his famous The World of Odysseus (1954).
The role of children as pawns in the game of creating alliances is not
uncommon, but is rather different from modern Western ideals, as even
children of royals are now relatively free to marry whoever they want.

We have seen that fosterage was not uncommon, and that it strengthened
the ties between families and the position of kings. In addition, the practice
illustrates the importance of the maternal family, whose role may now be seen
to be much more important than is usually thought. It is precisely in relatively
undifferentiated societies, like ancient Greece, that the analysis of a single
phenomenon can throw light on society as a whole.”
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