Rethinking the Communities of the Marginalized: Friendly Societies in Response to Systemic
Oppression and Strategies for Better Futures

Scholars have long studied social clubs, communities, and associations formed in Ancient
Greece and have sought to understand their purposes. They often explained such community-
building practices as infrastructures formed in response to regimes and the lack of state
institutions. Furthermore, they argued that the rise of such communities in the Hellenistic period
was a result of political dissolution and the need to replace state institutions with civic ones.
However, rethinking the same institutions through the involvement of marginalized groups
reveals a new aspect: people who were deemed to have no stake in such regimes adopted and
adapted associations originally founded by freeborn citizens for their own benefit, solidarity, and
better futures. While they shaped these civic institutions to surpass or circumvent their
marginalized status, they also celebrated a communal identity and newfound links in a hostile
space.

Building on this perspective, I aim to examine enslaved and formerly enslaved women
who utilized associations to overcome the limitations of their status, secure better conditions, and
support their communities. In particular, the use of koinonia (friendly societies) by women, and
the practice of raising interest-free loans from a group of lenders, can help us uncover the
frequency of such practices among marginalized communities. Moreover, comparative analysis
demonstrates similar structures around the world in different periods: susu in the Caribbean and
West Africa, jam Gyya in the Levant, tanda in Mexico and Central America, arisan in Southeast
Asia, altin giinii in Turkey, benevolent societies in the U.S. South, as well as similar practices of
women in diaspora communities—all of which played important roles in coping with

marginalization and hierarchical structures. Nevertheless, these support networks are usually



understood as forms of “quiet” resistance: strategies for better conditions and futures do not
disrupt the functioning of oppressive systems but paradoxically maintain them. Economic and
political systems rely on community initiatives and self-help actions to sustain perpetual cycles
of marginalization by extracting effort and labor.

This paper will examine these practices of community-making through a gendered lens
and signal new directions in feminist historiography for understanding ancient and contemporary

political possibilities.

Bibliography

Ardener, S., & Burman, S. (eds), Money-Go-Rounds: The Importance of ROSCAs for Women.
Routledge, 2024.

Gabrielsen, V. “Associations, Modernization and the Return of the Private Network in Athens”
in C. Tiersch (ed.), Die athenische Demokratie im 4. Jahrhundert: Zwischen
Modernisierung und Tradition, Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag (2016): 121-162.

Hossein, Caroline Shenaz, “Caribbean Women’s Use of Susu, Partner, Sol, and Boxhand as
Quiet Resistance,” and Haryani, Ririn, and Kelly Dombroski, “Arisan: Producing
Economies of Care in Yogyakarta, Indonesia,” in Shenaz Hossein Caroline, and
Christabell P.J. (eds), Community Economies in the Global South: Case Studies of
Rotating Savings and Credit Associations and Economic Cooperation. Oxford University
Press, 2022.

Jones, Nicholas F. The Associations of Classical Athens: The Response to Democracy. Oxford

University Press, 1999.



Kamen, Deborah. “Sale For the Purpose of Freedom: Slave-prostitutes and Manumission in
Ancient Greece.” The Classical Journal (Classical Association of the Middle West and
South) 7109, no. 3 (2014): 281-307.

Kierstead, James. “Women in Associations in Classical and Hellenistic Athens,” in
Tsakiropoulou-Summers, T., & Kitsi-Mitakou, K. (eds.), Women and the Ideology of
Political Exclusion: From Classical Antiquity to the Modern Era, Routledge, 2018.

McArthur, Mills. “Kittos and the Phialai Exeleutherikai.” The Annual of the British School at
Athens 114 (2019): 263-91.

Millett, P. Lending and borrowing in Ancient Athens. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991.

Mikos, Katelin and Sara Forsdyke. “““Doing whatever she wants, and going wherever she
pleases”: The Legal Capacities of Enslaved Women in the Delphic Manumission
Inscriptions,” forthcoming.

Sebillotte Cuchet, Violaine. "Women and the Economic History of the Ancient Greek World:
Still a challenge for gender studies". The Role of Women in Work and Society in the
Ancient Near East, edited by Brigitte Lion and Cécile Michel, Berlin, Boston: De
Gruyter, 2016, 543-564.

Taylor, Claire “Social Networks and Social Mobility in Fourth-Century Athens” in C.Taylor and
K.Vlassopoulos eds. Communities and Networks in the Ancient Greek

World. Oxford University Press, 2015, 35-53.

Taylor, Claire.“Women, Gender and the Ancient Economy: Towards a Feminist Economic

History of the Ancient Greek World.” The Journal of Hellenic Studies 144 (2024): 1-28.



Thomsen, Christian Ammitzbell. “The Eranistai of Classical Athens.” Greek Roman and
Byzantine Studies 55 (2014): 154-175.

Vlassopoulos, K. “Plotting strategies, networks and communities in classical Athens: the
evidence of slave names,” C. Taylor & K. Vlassopoulos (eds.), Communities and
Networks in the Ancient Greek World. Oxford University Press, 2015, 101-27.

Vlassopoulos, K. “Two images of ancient slavery: the ‘living’ tool and the koinonia” in E.
Herrmann-Otto (ed.), Sklaverei und Zwangsarbeit zwischen Akzeptanz und Widerstand.
Hildesheim, (2011): 467-73.

Zelnick-Abramovitz, Rachel. Not Wholly Free. Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2005.



