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Introduction
Empires are often remembered for their awe-inspiring monuments, military conquests,
and towering rulers whose deeds shaped the destinies of millions. Yet, beneath the
surface of imperial splendor and statecraft, the true pulse of an empire beat in the
streets, homes, workshops, and marketplaces where ordinary people—merchants,
farmers, slaves, artisans, and families—lived out their daily lives. This book, Markets
and Men: Everyday Life Under Ancient Empires, seeks to move beyond narratives of
kings and conquerors to recover the rich textures of common existence, pushing
history from the top down to the bottom up.

Drawing on the tangible traces of the past—inscriptions etched on ancient stones,
ceramic fragments from household floors, and literary texts both grand and
humble—this social history reconstructs the lived experience within the great imperial
systems of antiquity, from the Roman Mediterranean and Hellenistic Greece to the
Achaemenid heartlands, Pharaonic Egypt, Han China, and the Andean heights of the
Inca. Rather than a simple parade of civilizations, this book emphasizes thematic
continuities and contrasts across regions, eras, and cultures, illuminating the diversity
of human solutions to the problems of work, family, faith, survival, and community
under the shadow of empire.

The vantage of the everyday offers a revitalized perspective on the workings of power.
Imperial structures shaped the possibilities and limitations of life: they determined
who owned land and who toiled on it, who controlled marketplaces and who depended
on daily labor, who led festivals and who crowded together for free bread and
spectacular games. Social hierarchies, legal regulations, and economic demands
circumscribed choice, yet individuals and communities responded with resilience,
creativity, and an enduring capacity for adaptation. By focusing on the routines of
shopping in a smoky agora, cooking over a mud-brick hearth, or participating in a
boisterous festival, we glimpse the humanity that persists despite—and because
of—the pressures of empire.

Family, work, and belief form the axes around which this narrative turns. Households,
both grand and humble, were centers of production, affection, and authority. Market
squares and workshops buzzed with the hum of commerce and craft, while festivals
infused the calendar with rhythm and meaning. Religion, in its public and private
forms, shaped morality, identity, and hope: the grand procession of the gods in
procession mirrored in the quiet offering at a family shrine. Together, these realms
created the lived realities that made an empire a home for its people as much as a
theater of state power.
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This book is designed for a wide audience: students seeking a grounding in social
history; general readers curious about the realities behind the myths; teachers
searching for vivid, accurate portraits of ancient life to enliven the classroom. Each
chapter is grounded in evidence and strives for readability without sacrificing
complexity. Technical terms are explained; unfamiliar worlds are brought close
through storytelling grounded in archaeological finds and firsthand accounts.

Ultimately, Markets and Men challenges us to rethink what it meant to be an
"ordinary" person in extraordinary times. By tracing the footsteps of those left largely
voiceless in traditional histories, we recover a world of marketplaces and men, women
and children, families and faiths—a world not unlike our own in its dilemmas and
aspirations. The journey through these ancient empires is as much about
rediscovering the commonalities of the human condition as it is about appreciating the
incredible variety of cultures that have shaped the arc of world history.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Faces of Empire: Methods and
Sources for Social History
To truly understand the everyday lives of ordinary people in ancient empires, we must
become historical detectives, sifting through fragments of evidence that were rarely
intended to tell us about the common man or woman. Ancient historians, scribes, and
monumental inscriptions often focused on the grand narratives of kings, battles, and
divine pronouncements. The daily routines of a Roman baker, the hopes of an
Egyptian farmer, or the worries of a Chinese artisan were rarely deemed worthy of
extensive record. Yet, these lives, in their collective millions, formed the bedrock of
every empire, sustaining its economy, culture, and power. Our task, then, is to piece
together their stories from the less obvious sources, finding the voices in the silence.

One of the most powerful tools in our investigative arsenal is archaeology. Unlike
literary texts, which are often filtered through the perspectives of elite authors,
archaeological remains offer a more direct, albeit silent, connection to the material
world of ancient people. When excavators unearth the foundations of an insula in
ancient Rome, for instance, they are not just finding bricks and mortar; they are
revealing the cramped, multi-story apartments where most city dwellers lived. The
absence of private kitchens in these buildings, and the presence of numerous taverns
and public eating establishments, immediately tells us something profound about
Roman urban life: cooking at home was difficult, and communal dining was a
necessity, not just a social choice.

Household archaeology, a sub-discipline that focuses specifically on domestic spaces,
provides particularly rich insights. The arrangement of rooms, the types of artifacts
found within them—cooking pots, lamps, loom weights, children's toys—all speak
volumes about family structure, gender roles, and daily activities. In an Egyptian
home, the discovery of grinding stones suggests the constant labor of preparing grains
for bread, a staple food. The presence of cosmetics or jewelry might offer clues about
personal adornment and social display. Even the discarded refuse, carefully analyzed
by archaeobotanists and zooarchaeologists, can tell us what people ate, how they
farmed, and what animals they raised, painting a vivid picture of their diet and
economic practices.

Inscriptions, etched on stone, metal, or pottery, are another invaluable resource. While
many monumental inscriptions celebrate imperial achievements, countless others are
more personal, offering fleeting glimpses into the lives of non-elite individuals. Grave
markers, for example, often record the name, age, and occupation of the deceased,
sometimes even including a brief epitaph or a dedication from a grieving family
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member. A simple inscription on a Roman tombstone noting a "freedman baker" or a
"fishmonger" provides concrete evidence of common professions and social mobility.
Religious dedications or curse tablets, though less common, can reveal popular
beliefs, hopes, and anxieties, showing how ordinary people interacted with the divine.

The sheer volume of these smaller inscriptions helps to correct the elite bias of many
literary sources. While Cicero might pontificate on the affairs of state, a hundreds of
short, unassuming inscriptions from a market district in Pompeii might name dozens of
shopkeepers, artisans, and tradespeople, giving us a clearer sense of the diversity of
the urban economy. Public edicts and legal codes, often preserved on stone tablets,
also indirectly shed light on everyday life by outlining regulations for markets, defining
property rights, or setting out penalties for various transgressions. These texts
illuminate the legal frameworks that shaped the lives of ordinary people, even if they
don't explicitly narrate individual experiences.

Literary sources, despite their elite bias, remain crucial, provided we approach them
with a critical eye. Satirists, poets, and playwrights, though often writing for an
educated audience, frequently drew inspiration from the everyday world around them,
even if to lampoon or exaggerate it. Roman comedies, for instance, are replete with
stock characters representing various social types—the cunning slave, the ambitious
merchant, the nagging wife—offering caricatures that nonetheless reflect prevailing
social attitudes and stereotypes. Similarly, legal texts, while formal, often contain
examples or case studies that detail common disputes over property, debt, or family
matters, bringing to life the practical application of imperial law on the ground.

Ethnographic parallels, drawing on studies of pre-industrial societies, can also be a
useful, albeit cautious, tool. While we must be wary of anachronism, understanding
how small-scale economies function, how families organize themselves in the absence
of modern amenities, or how popular religion manifests in communal settings can help
us interpret the fragmentary evidence from ancient empires. For example, knowing
that daily market shopping is common in many parts of the world lacking refrigeration
can strengthen our interpretation of ancient Roman dietary habits, where shopping for
fresh produce was a daily necessity.

Of course, each source comes with its own set of challenges. Archaeological remains
are subject to preservation biases; fragile materials like textiles or wood rarely
survive, leaving us with a skewed picture dominated by durable goods. Inscriptions
can be formulaic, providing limited personal detail, and many may only survive in
fragments. Literary sources are often prescriptive rather than descriptive, telling us
how people should behave rather than how they actually did, or filtered through the
biases and agendas of their authors. The challenge lies in triangulating these diverse
sources, using each to corroborate, contradict, or enrich the others, building a more
holistic picture.
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The scale of ancient empires also presents a significant methodological hurdle. A
Roman peasant in Gaul lived a vastly different life from an urban artisan in Alexandria
or a slave in the silver mines of Iberia. Generalizations must therefore be made with
caution, always mindful of the immense geographical, cultural, and chronological
diversity within each imperial system. This book attempts to navigate this complexity
by focusing on shared themes—markets, family, work, religion—while highlighting
regional variations and specific examples to illustrate the breadth of human
experience.

Consider the role of the archive. While modern archives are carefully organized
repositories of documents, ancient "archives" were often less centralized and more
varied. Papyrus scrolls in Egypt, clay tablets in Mesopotamia, or wooden writing
tablets in Rome all served to record administrative, legal, and economic information.
These records, when they survive, are invaluable for understanding the bureaucratic
machinery that touched the lives of ordinary people, from tax receipts to land deeds,
census records to legal proceedings. Even a simple list of names and their associated
taxes provides a snapshot of a community’s economic structure and the state’s reach.

The study of ancient coins also offers a unique window into everyday economics. Coins
were not just instruments of exchange; they were often miniature propaganda leaflets,
bearing the images of emperors and symbols of imperial power. But for the ordinary
person, a coin represented wages, the price of a loaf of bread, or the tribute owed to
the state. The sheer quantity of certain coin types found in archaeological contexts
can indicate economic activity, trade networks, and even inflation or periods of
scarcity. A hoard of small bronze coins might suggest a family saving for a rainy day,
or a quick burial in times of unrest.

Finally, the very absence of evidence can be telling. The relative lack of detailed
personal narratives from non-elite individuals forces us to read between the lines, to
infer, and to interpret from the indirect traces they left behind. It means approaching a
simple cooking pot not just as an object, but as a silent witness to countless meals,
shared laughter, and quiet domestic moments. It is in this careful, imaginative, and
evidence-driven reconstruction that the faces of empire, the ordinary men and women
who sustained these vast civilizations, begin to emerge from the shadows of history,
allowing us to build a social history from the bottom up.
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