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1.� � Introduction

On February 6, 2023, a devastating earthquake struck southeastern Turkey, leaving in 
its wake widespread destruction and immense loss of life. Among the hardest-hit cit-
ies was Antakya (the ancient Antioch on the Orontes), where eighty percent of the 
historic center was reduced to rubble. Tens of thousands died. The scale of the disas-
ter, coupled with the area’s remoteness and the extensive damage across the region, 
severely hampered the arrival of state assistance. Relief efforts fell largely to human-
itarian organizations and the city’s own residents. In response to the crisis, a group 
of Antakya’s inhabitants came together to establish Buradayız Hatay (“We are here, 
Hatay”), a community-driven association dedicated to the educational, social, and cul-
tural reconstruction of the city. This grassroots initiative emerged independently from 
the state, shaped by local needs rather than external directives.1

This example from modern-day Turkey serves as an example of local self-govern-
ance in action, illustrating how communities autonomously organize to address com-
mon challenges. We define self-governance as the formation of a group whose struc-
ture and decision-making processes are determined and carried out exclusively by its 
members (or their representatives). Self-governance is rooted in social norms that 
reflect the shared values of all group members. Designed to be enduring, it operates 
autonomously, free from external control. The natural setting for such groups is the lo-

1	� https://buradayizhatay.org/en/ (last accessed on 12 February 2025). As part of an administrative 
reform in 2014, Antakya was merged with the surrounding province to form the Hatay metropoli-
tan area. Locals often use the names Antakya and Hatay interchangeably.
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cal level – the face-to-face societies of villages, neighborhoods and city districts, where 
direct interaction fosters communal identity and collective decision-making.2

Local self-governance is not an exclusively modern phenomenon. Throughout his-
tory, people have organized themselves along religious, professional, ethnic, and other 
lines. They have formed cultic associations such as churches and synagogues, profes-
sional associations, clubs supporting athletes and more. They have looked after one 
another and managed shared concerns. They have formed self-governing groups.

Given the limitations of the ancient evidence, local groups are most clearly discerni-
ble in urban contexts. Here, they typically interacted with other groups, navigating the 
balance between cooperation and isolation, between living together and segregation. 
They did so in geographical, social, and metaphorical spaces. Self-governing groups 
not only addressed the immediate needs of their members but also played a crucial 
role in broader societal responses. Particularly in times of crisis, they contributed to 
managing external threats or resource problems on the ground.

Local governance arrangements did not exist in a political vacuum. On the con-
trary, they both influenced and were influenced by other political structures. On the 
one hand, they shaped the (autopoietic) processes of collective self-reproduction in 
neighboring local communities. On the other hand, and perhaps most importantly, 
they were often embedded within regional or even imperial power structures, which 
had significant repercussions on local stability and dynamics. Local self-organization 
thus serves as a functional basis of larger statehood while simultaneously interacting 
with the formations of this statehood at higher governance levels. An empire, after all, 
is nothing without its villages; yet each village must continually negotiate the com-
plexities of imperial rule.3

2.� � Civil society

Following the approach of the DFG Research Unit 2757, “Local Self-Governance in the 
Context of Weak Statehood in Antiquity and the Modern Era” (LoSAM),4 we argue 
that the functioning of governance arrangements depended less on government or city 
regulation than on local groups operating beyond state institutions. These groups can 
be conceptualized as “civil society”. The term refers to the part of the public sphere that 

2	� Pfeilschifter et al. (2020), 10; Popitz (2006), 61–116; Thomann (2017).
3	� Pfeilschifter et al. (2020), 6.
4	� For studies combining ancient and modern perspectives, cf. the volume Krüger/Mohamad-

Klotzbach/Pfeilschifter (2023). For further information on the follow-up project, the 
DFG Package Project 1066 “Locality and Society: Horizontal Binding Forces in Antiquity”, cf. 
https://www.theologie.uni-wuerzburg.de/at/projekte/lokalitaet-und-gesellschaft/ (last accessed 
on 29 January 2025).
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exists beyond the family and is distinct from both the state and the economic sphere 
of the market.5

The editors of this volume advocate an adapted version of contemporary concep-
tions of civil society – one that reinterprets contemporary conceptions traditionally 
grounded in political science and governance studies and associated with liberal West-
ern democracy.6 We propose a normatively reduced definition of “civil society”, em-
phasizing public spirit, fundamental acceptance of the political system and an effort at 
peaceful conflict resolution.7 This revised concept, critically examined and explored in 
several of the following chapters, enables a better understanding of individual groups 
and their contributions to governance arrangements – aspects that have too often been 
overlooked in scholarship.

Elite members of local structures were generally closely connected to the state, 
whether as office-holders in the administration or as curiales in city councils. The situ-
ation was different for the local self-governing groups we classify as part of civil socie-
ty: They also included the vast population strata below the elites. By focusing on these 
groups, we shift the analytical perspective away from elite actors and their vertical ties 
to other individuals – often exemplified through patronage relationships – and con-
centrate on more horizontal relationships.8

3.� � The state and the local level

Understanding local governance requires more than a top-down perspective centered 
on state regulation. In recent decades, scholars have often emphasized that state au-
thority cannot be taken for granted. While much of this discussion has centered on 
the modern era,9 research has also shed new light on the heterogeneity of premodern 
political organization.10 Similarly, current social science theories recognize that social 
negotiation processes and forms of political authority cannot be adequately captured 
with rigid conceptions of state. Instead, a comprehensive analysis must consider both 
formal and informal rules and regulations.11 Thus, forms of governance beyond the 
state have gained greater attention. Today, we have categories to identify informal rules 

5	� Lauth et al. (2019), 28.
6	� On civil society in contemporary political science, cf. Lauth/Merkel (1997); Merkel/Lauth 

(1999). For governance studies and the role of civil society therein, cf. Benz et al. (2007); Benz/
Dose (2010).

7	� Pfeilschifter (2022a), 31.
8	� Pfeilschifter (2022a), 16; (2022b), 196 f.
9	� For example Schlichte (2005); Leibfried et al. (2015). This section draws on Pfeilschifter 

et al. (2020), 5–16 (with further literature).
10	� Lundgreen (2014) provides an overview of the debate on the modern and ancient state.
11	� March/Olsen (1989); Peters (1999); Lauth (2004).
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and patterns that allow for an adequate analysis of empirical diversity. Contemporary 
scholarship examines not only the official structures but also the multitude of infor-
mal regulations that permeate society. These exist alongside the formal structures or – 
more commonly – are deeply intertwined with and embedded within them.12

This is particularly true for governance constellations in antiquity. The ultimate su-
pra-local government structure was the Roman Empire, a prime example of a “weak” 
state by modern definitions. Not weak in the military sense, but in terms of its regu-
latory capacity. In the Western world legal and welfare states have become the norm, 
possessing tremendous capability to structure society. The Empire, by contrast, rather 
resembles many countries in the Global South where weaker forms of statehood pre-
vail. Following classical Weberian conceptions, the core of statehood lies in its mo-
nopoly on violence, which enables the state to enforce binding decisions in a given 
territory.13 A “weak” state, however, is not capable of fulfilling all the functions it should 
according to the Western model. Even some Western states are not up to this ideal. 
Such polities – and with them the Roman Empire and all the other states in antiqui-
ty – possess only limited capacity to enforce their rules.14 But weak statehood does not 
imply that the state withdraws from local affairs. Rather, it remains stable and is not di-
rectly threatened in its existence yet exercises only partial authority. The state persists 
as an active force, influencing and shaping local arrangements.

This should not necessarily be seen as a negative development. Contemporary 
discourses associate weak statehood with notions of incompleteness or dysfunction-
ality – a perspective we seek to challenge. As this volume will demonstrate, the in-
teraction between local self-organization and weak statehood often produced local ar-
rangements of considerable duration and stability, effectively addressing a wide range 
of local needs. From this perspective, weak statehood is not inherently a condition to 
be resolved. Rather, it may represent a desirable state of affairs or even one worth pre-
serving. Greater state regulatory capacity is not automatically better, nor should it be 
automatically equated with “progress”.

When self-governing groups contributed effectively to local governance arrange-
ments, they also reinforced the stability of weak states. However, scholarship on 
statehood has largely overlooked the local level.15 For the Greco-Roman world, the 
numerous works on the city, particularly on the polis of classical Greece, constitute an 

12	� Akude et al. (2011); Schuppert (2011); Elwert et al. (1983); Giordano (2013).
13	� Weber (1972), 29; Wrase (2013), 6.
14	� Draude et al. (2012), 9; Lambach (2016).
15	� Research on the dependence of states on informal governance constellations has largely focused 

on the national or even international level, cf. Akude et al. (2011); Genschel et al. (2006). One 
of the exceptions is the Berlin SFB 700 “Governance in Areas of limited Statehood: New Modes 
of Governance?” (2005–2017) which dealt with local manifestations, cf. Risse et al. (2018). For the 
ancient world, research on empires has long been en vogue, cf., for example, Gehler/Rollinger 
(2014), 33–535. Actually, these forms of polity are historical exceptions.
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exception.16 But the Greek “city-state” was not regulated by a supra-local state. Rather, 
the state itself functioned as a form of local self-organization, blurring the boundaries 
between categories. Again, we aim to shift the focus away from a top-down approach, 
placing the local level – and its interactions with the state – at the center of our analysis.

Therefore, investigating the relations between the state and the local level is an im-
portant aspect of this volume. We distinguish four fundamental modes of interaction: 
In substitutive relations, local self-governance replaces state functions or prevents 
them from developing at all. At the opposite extreme, contrary constellations emerge 
when local and state actors provide similar and competing services. The central pow-
er’s approach here is perceived as functionally inefficient. The most intriguing cases, 
however, lie in the middle. In complementary constellations, the interactions occur in 
mutual yet uncoordinated coaction with the central power often perceived as insuffi-
ciently engaged. Finally, self-governance and state regulation are coordinated, comple-
menting one another in a subsidiary arrangement.17

A particularly broad spectrum of parallel structures – whether subsidiary, com-
plementary, or contrary – emerges in response to critical problems, whose effective 
regulation or resolution is essential to sustaining local governance arrangements.18 A 
notable example is the provision of drinking water, a fundamental necessity that often 
relies on coordinated efforts between local actors and state authorities.19

4.� � About this volume

The present volume comprises nine chapters, organized across five thematic sections, 
each addressing a key research question:
I)	 “Statehood and Local Self-Governance” examines the relationship between state 

and local levels through a theoretical approach that is specifically tailored to the 
ancient world. Unlike the LoSAM project, which is strongly influenced by po-
litical science, the contribution in this section adopts a perspective that is more 
attuned to historical and classical studies, thereby complementing the theoretical 
foundation of the volume.

16	� Cf., for example, Hansen (2006); Beck (2020); Ma (2024). It is not by coincidence that non-ur-
ban places of self-governance, such as villages, are often ignored. Notable exceptions are Schmitz 
(2004); Mitchell (1993), 176–197; Schuler (1998), 217–288.

17	� We understand subsidiarity here as a division into organizational functions, not in terms of the 
modern interplay between (state) decision-making authority and (local) organizational power in 
the sense of cf. Genschel/Zangl (2008), 431 f. An autonomous functioning of self-governance 
is not compatible with ultimate state responsibility, even if the danger of such a development is not 
small in a subsidiary relationship.

18	� Erben (2021).
19	� Erben et al. (2023).
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II)	 “Governance within: The Anatomy of Local Groups” shifts the perspective from 
the macro to the micro level, offering an in-depth examination of the internal 
structures of local groups. By exploring their organization, decision-making pro-
cesses, and responses to external influences, this section lays the foundation for 
the subsequent discussions on their broader societal and political roles.

III)	 “Shaping Local Life: Between Customs and Civil Society” examines the local 
contexts in which these groups operate, as well as the factors that transform them 
over time.

IV)	 “Shaping Authority: The Impact of Local Groups on State Power” challenges the 
conventional top-down approach in research on localism. Instead, inspired by the 
LoSAM project, it adopts a bottom-up perspective: How did local actors influ-
ence state structures?

V)	 “Synergy in Governance: State and Local Cooperation” challenges the often over-
ly rigid distinction between state and local levels. This dichotomous portrayal 
oversimplifies historical realities, where cooperation, mutual dependencies, and 
even hybrid governance arrangements were frequent and essential components 
of political structures. This final section explores these dynamics, highlighting the 
fluid and interconnected nature of state-local interactions.

The sections build on one another thematically and are linked by bridging commen-
taries, summarizing the key findings of the preceding section and providing a tran-
sition to the next. To enhance accessibility, each chapter is preceded by an abstract. 
Approximately half of the chapters focus on Late Antiquity, reflecting the research in-
terests of the Ancient History subproject within LoSAM, which places particular em-
phasis on this period. Moreover, Late Antiquity offers an exceptionally rich basis for 
detailed studies on governance and institutional frameworks, thanks to the diversity of 
its source genres and the abundance of available evidence.

At the same time, the volume deliberately includes case studies from other periods 
of antiquity. Local self-governance was by no means exclusive to Late Antiquity, and 
restricting the case studies to this period could introduce a bias. To provide a broader 
comparative perspective, we have incorporated investigations from various contexts 
of weak statehood across different epochs, including Classical Greece, the Early Re-
public, the Hellenistic period, the Imperial era, and Byzantium. By adopting this wi
der chronological framework, the volume highlights the recurring patterns and unique 
developments in local self-governance, demonstrating its significance across different 
historical settings.
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